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They say that freedom is a constant struggle,
They say that freedom is a constant struggle,
They say that freedom is a constant struggle,
O Lord, we've struggled so long,
We must be free, we must be free.
They say that freedom is a constant crying,
They say that freedom is a constant crying,
They say that freedom is a constant crying,
O Lord, we've cried so long,
We must be free, we must be free.
They say that freedom is a constant sorrow,
They say that freedom is a constant sorrow,
They say that freedom is a constant sorrow,
O Lord, we've sorrowed so long,
We must be free, we must be free.
They say that freedom is a constant moaning,
They say that freedom is a constant moaning,
They say that freedom is a constant moaning,
O Lord, we've moaned so long,
We must be free, we must be free.
They say that freedom is a constant dying,
They say that freedom is a constant dying,
They say that freedom is a constant dying,
O Lord, we've died so long,
We must be free, we must be free.

--Song of The Freedom Singers,
first used at a 1964 Oxford, Ohio, training session after it was
learned that three civil rights workers were missing1

1 Quoted in Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights
Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1987), 367.
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ABSTRACT
This study draws upon primary and, to a lesser degree, secondary sources to
describe the background, activities, and results of the Mississippi Summer Project of
1964, also known as Freedom Summer. The Summer Project was perhaps the largest
single effort undertaken by the supporters of the civil rights movement during the
1960s. The purposes of this study are to provide a fairly comprehensive picture of the
circumstances surrounding the Summer Project and to compare the viewpoints and
experiences of the various groups of people involved in the project.
The major groups studied include the African-American population of
Mississippi (with particular attention to those active in the movement); the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE), which were the two most active civil rights groups behind the Summer
Project; and the predominantly white, northern, college-age volunteers recruited to
work in Mississippi that summer.
The first chapter looks back at the 1950s and early 1960s, describing
conditions in Mississippi and the foundations laid by the local movement for the
Summer Project. The second chapter deals primarily with generational issues,
examining the interaction between volunteers and their parents and between young
black Mississippi activists and their parents, as well as the levels of movement
activity of different generations of black Mississippians. The third chapter describes
the activities and events of Freedom Summer and the national political results which
followed. The conclusion addresses the issue of integration as it related to the
Summer Project, as well as the relevance o f Freedom Summer to America today.

"THEY SAY THAT FREEDOM IS A CONSTANT STRUGGLE"
THE MISSISSIPPI SUMMER PROJECT OF 1964

CHAPTER I

THE MISSISSIPPI MOVEMENT

“‘They don’t have nothin’ here [in Mississippi] like other places,’ Mrs. Amos said.
‘They jus’ as different here from other places as tar from biscuit dough.’”1
“The look on the whites’ faces, they were just red, you know, and the anger, and the
hate. And we stood there. And I got very angry that day, and determined or
something happened to me, and I decided nothing from nothing leaves nothing, coz
we didn’t have nothing. And you were gonna die anyway, because they’re standin’
there with guns and you hadn’t done nothing. So I went to try to register to vote.”
—Unita Blackwell2

From June to August 1964, the Mississippi Summer Project (Freedom
Summer) drew hundreds of volunteers into the struggle for civil rights in one of the
most intransigent states in America. Suddenly, the intense struggle for citizenship for
Mississippi’s African Americans gained national and international attention.
Newspapers and television news provided Americans with portrayals of the Summer
Project that were sometimes striking and accurate, sometimes greatly watered-down,
sometimes hostile, but whatever the American public saw was only the surface of an

1 Sally Belfrage, Freedom Summer (New York: The Viking Press, 1965), 46.
2 “Oh Freedom Over Me,” with host Julian Bond, National Public Radio (NPR),
89.5 FM in Norfolk, Virginia, June 22, 1994.
2

3
extraordinary undertaking. The complex, continually developing beliefs about and
experiences of interracial relations which shaped the Summer Project were barely
visible to the outside world. The entrance into Mississippi of hundreds of young,
mostly white northern volunteers was what drew the outside world’s attention. Yet
the Mississippi Summer Project cannot be understood without looking beyond the
volunteers to the place and its people and the movement already well-established in
Mississippi.

Mississippi in the early 1960s .. . Words seem inadequate to describe it. “It
was Mississippi, that’s all—for some, just to say the name of the state is to tell the
whole story,” writes James Forman, who served as Executive Secretary for the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, i.e., “Snick”), the civil rights
organization most active in the Summer Project.4 James Silver, a University of
Mississippi history professor who had lived in and studied Mississippi for many
years, wrote an entire book to explain the mindset operating in the state, which he
described as “the closed society.”5 Silver’s analysis repays close scrutiny, but it can

3 Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights
Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1987), 221-223, 231-232.
4 James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1972), 224.
5 James W. Silver, Mississippi: The Closed Society (New York: Harcourt, Brace
and World, 1963).
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be more keenly appreciated if we first examine the reality of life for Mississippi’s
African-American population.
In the fall of 1964, when President Lyndon Baines Johnson was running for
re-election, the estimated figures for voter registration in Mississippi stood at over
seventy percent of eligible whites and under seven percent of eligible blacks. The
second percentage had apparently risen from five percent since 1956. Mississippi had
the worst record of any southern state; even Alabama had progressed from eleven
percent of eligible blacks registered in 1956 to twenty-three percent in 1964. These
figures were published in a United States Commission on Civil Rights report which
came out in 1965 and contained information gathered in “extensive investigations in
1964 and a public hearing held in Jackson in February 1965.”6 The report provided a
number of concrete examples of civil rights violations found in Mississippi.
For example, in Issaquena County in the fall of 1964, after the summer
workers had conducted their registration drive, there was 100 percent registration of
eligible whites, but not one black person was registered to vote (blacks represented
sixty-eight percent of the county population). This discouraging state of affairs was
the fault o f the registrar, who would often make the registration application tests
harder for blacks than for whites, allow poor performance by whites on the test but

6 Voting in Mississippi. A Report of the United States Commission on Civil
Rights (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1965), iii, 1, chart on 11,
quotation on iii.

not by blacks, or help whites complete the test. The Commission reported that,
according to the evidence, this registrar’s actions were similar to those of a number of
Mississippi registrars.7 Washington County, where the registration tests were more
justly administered, had a better record. However, even there the percentage of
African-American registered voters was much lower than the average for the other
states in the South. The Commission blamed this disparity partly on the state of
education in Washington County’s segregated schools: the black median level of
education was fifth grade while for whites it was twelfth grade.

g

Despite a federal court order, only fifty-six black students in the entire state of
Mississippi had been allowed to enter thirteen white elementary schools in the
autumn of 1964. The African Americans of voting age in the 1960s had been
educated under circumstances of extreme deprivation. For example, although there
were more black than white school-age children in 1930, only forty-six out of almost
700 public high schools in the state of Mississippi served blacks. By the early 1960s,

y

Ibid., 13-15, 16. Lawrence Guyot, SNCC worker, describes the worst part of the
registration applications: “And then question seventeen, the classic one: ‘Read and
interpret to the satisfaction of the registrar this section of the Constitution.’ At that
time, there were two hundred eighty-two sections of the Mississippi Constitution. . . .
Needless to say, we had some Phi Beta Kappas, some Ph.D.’s, and some college and
high-school principals failing the literacy test. It got to an extent where we started
really marching people down simply to attempt to register . . . ” Howell Raines, My
Soul is Rested: Movement Days in the Deep South Remembered (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1977), 242.
g

Voting in Mississippi. 18.
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although general conditions had improved slightly, there was still an enormous
disparity between the two education systems. In the 1960-1961 school year, the
average expenditure per white pupil was $173.42, while the figure for African
Americans was $117.10. Although the state spent the same amount on both groups,
the local school districts did not, giving rise to the difference in average expenditures.
The average figures, however, are misleading in their portrayal of the spending gap.
In the school districts with large African-American populations, the gap was often
much wider than the averages indicate. “For example, in 1961-1962, the Jefferson
County school district, which [had] a 68 percent Negro population, expended $96.29
for each white child and $2.60 for each Negro child above the State contribution.
Similar disparities [appeared] in Delta school districts with heavy Negro
populations . . .”9
Economic survival also constituted a huge problem for Mississippi’s African
Americans. The Commission report used 1959 data, apparently the most recent they
could find, and stories from civil rights workers to show how little had changed by
1964.10 According to the report, in 1959 Mississippi’s white males enjoyed yearly

9 Ibid., 42-45.
Anne Moody, a black woman raised in Mississippi who entered the Mississippi
movement while in college in the early sixties, wrote an autobiographical account
which repeatedly discusses the life of poverty led by most blacks. See Anne Moody,
Coming of Age in Mississippi (New York: The Dial Press, 1968). On this subject,
see also Anthony Dunbar, The Will to Survive: A Study of a Mississippi Plantation
Community Based on the Words of Its Citizens (Atlanta, Georgia: [Southern
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incomes over three times greater than those of black men; for women the ratio was
over two to one. This translated to median annual incomes of $984 for black men and
$596 for black women. According to the Census Bureau, over seventy percent of the
rural homes of African Americans were becoming or already were too run-down for
occupation, and over seventy-five percent lacked plumbing. At this level of poverty,
the fear of economic retaliations by white employers against those participating in
civil rights activities was not simply fear of losing a job, but concern for survival.
Poverty also made paying poll taxes or paying for copies of literacy tests extremely
difficult.11

Data gathered by the Commission on Civil Rights, although many of the
figures were necessarily approximate, graphically portray the overwhelming obstacles
Mississippi utilized to prevent African Americans from enjoying their basic rights as
American citizens. Yet perhaps the best way to understand the oppressive climate of
Mississippi is through accounts of specific incidents.
Bob Moses, a leader of the Mississippi movement, tells of being arrested in
August 1961:
They called up the County Prosecuting Attorney, and he
came down. He and the patrolman then sat down and

Regional Council?], 1969); republished in Tony Dunbar, Our Land Too (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1971).
11 Voting in Mississippi. 32, 33.

8

opened the law books to find a charge. They charged
me with interfering with an officer in the process of
arresting somebody. When they found out that the only
person arrested was myself, they changed the charge to
interfering with an officer in the discharge of his
duties.12
If the federal government was not paying attention, Mississippi whites did not have to
explain their actions to anyone. Len Holt, a black attorney active in civil rights work,
summed up the situation: ‘“ You got no rights. Don’t look for logic. You got no
rights. You’re black and you ain’t got no rights.’”

13

Another maddening situation was recorded in a hearing by the Commission on
Civil Rights. A voter registrar, Mr. Hood, had been asked by commissioner Erwin
Griswold to interpret a section of the Mississippi constitution, something which all
Mississippi voters were required to do in order to register. After stalling, the registrar
refused to interpret the part of the constitution given to him. Commissioner Griswold
remarked, “I find it a little hard to see how citizens of Mississippi are expected to
interpret the section if the registrar is unable to do so and he is the person who grades
the interpretation which is made by a citizen of Mississippi.”14 In reality, of course,
the registrar’s inability was not important to the Mississippi political powers who had

12 Forman, 226-227.
13

Ibid., 309; Holt is identified on 204 and his activities discussed in Forman’s
book.
14 Voting in Mississippi. 17.

9
established the interpretation requirement, as long as the registrar used the
requirement to produce the intended results.
A third incident involved a certain Mr. Henry Fly of Jackson, Mississippi,
who received a letter from Congressman Tom L. Gibson on House of Representatives
stationery. The letter read,1in part:
I see by the Citizens Council [a white racist group]
report that you are quite pro-Meredith [James Meredith,
the black man who managed to enroll at the University
of Mississippi despite a major crisis] and quite anti
white. After reading the articles about you . . . it would
give me a good deal of pleasure as a member of the
Legislature and as a citizen of the state of Mississippi to
have some respectable white people call on you some
evening.
We wonder where you came from, Mr. Fly. You
are certainly not a Southerner and we feel like you are
not a fly yet but probably a maggot.15
Then there were the violent episodes. The ordeal of Bessie Turner, a black
Mississippian, took place in January 1962. Two policemen questioned her on a
trumped-up charge, which she of course could not answer. One o f the policemen then
proceeded to sexually assault her. After having hit her across the back,
he then told me to ‘turn over and open up your legs and
let me see how you look down there.’ At this time the
tall policeman left the room. He hit me between my legs
with the same leather strap he had whipped me with.
He told me if he heard anything I had said about what
he had done to me he was going to bring me back down
to the jail and really whip me. He told me then to get up
and fix my clothes and wipe my face, as I had been

15 Silver, 125, 126n.

10
crying. He then told me to pull my dress down from
my shoulders and pull down my bra and expose my
breasts. He said he was looking for the money in my
bra.16

That was Mississippi. Yet its governor at that time, Ross Barnett, said, ‘“ Let me say
this about Negroes in Mississippi. There is harmony there, they work side by side
with us, we’re good to them.’” He also announced that “‘there is no hate in
Mississippi.’”

17

N*

*

In his famous 1963 analysis, Mississippi: The Closed Society. James Silver
describes the state as still living in the 1800s, still operating according to long
outdated assumptions of white supremacy, still feeling persecuted, still openly
defying the federal government, and still marked by a “spiritual secession from
modem America [which] never ended.” For example, Silver discusses the enormous
behind-the-scenes power of the White Citizens Council, power great enough to
manipulate legislative agendas. This influence over legislation was frightening for a
number of reasons, among them the belief of the Citizens Council that “the
Mississippian is duty-bound to defy an unconstitutional decision of the United States
Supreme Court.”18

16 Forman, 243.
17 Silver, 45.
18 Ibid., 22-23, 24-25, 35-42, 49-52, quotations on 24, 153.

Silver presents Mississippi as a place where white people regarded their
actions as justified if performed in order to preserve the status quo, meaning white
supremacy. No one was allowed to criticize the status quo.19 For example, he cites
the exodus of over fifty University of Mississippi professors in the year following
September 30, 1962: “Many of them were literally forced from the state. The best of
them, particularly the native Mississippians, would have remained if there had been
any prospect of an atmosphere of freedom or a decent chance to fight for one.” In
fact, Silver speculates that, for more than a century, many of Mississippi’s citizens
who might have provided much-needed leadership for change had been driven away
either by the economic conditions in the state or by the close-minded society.

20

After describing the censorship of school texts, Silver quotes Joe Wroten, a
state Representative from relatively progressive Washington County who had stood
up to the White Citizens Council and lost the next election: “‘Mississippi is going
21

down the road to thought control.”’

Silver comments on the way in which the

young of both races were educated from the time they were small to believe in the
status quo. Every social institution pointed them in that direction. Even the teachers
came up through this system. The politicians did not hesitate to distort the truth in
support o f the status quo. The same applied to the news media, in spite of some more

19 Ibid., chap. 6.
20 Ibid., 81-82, 142, quotation on 142.
21

Ibid., quotation on 66, identification of Wroten on 64.
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moderate influences, because the extremists had the most influence. A frustrated
television news director said, “‘We aren’t getting the full truth . . . too many
political officials and too many controlling business leaders are too happy with their
home grown version of news management.’” Silver adds that “only a constant and
critical reader of the capital press would believe the extent to which news is
manipulated.”22
Thought control seems an apt description. Having recounted what happened
when James Meredith managed to enroll at Ole Miss in 1962, Silver continues, “This
[account of Meredith’s enrollment and the ensuing confrontation] is true for all the
world except Mississippi. With their long history of being on the defensive against
outside criticism, and with their predisposition to believe their own leaders can do no
wrong, the people have been almost completely deceived.” They had concluded that
the federal government was making trouble again and that Mississippians were not at
fault. Silver remarks that Mississippians must have “a touch of paranoia.” Given that
Mississippi’s “men of good will” refused to speak out and seemed to have
“abandoned the feeling of accountability for the condition of things in Mississippi,”
the chance that Mississippi would break free of “thought control” seemed minimal.
Add to that the use of violence and intimidation for the maintenance of the system,
and the chance of escaping “thought control” seemed impossible. “Mississippi has

22 Ibid., 30, 61, 133, 151, quotations on 30.
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erected a totalitarian society which to the present moment has eliminated the ordinary
processes by which change may be channeled. Through its police power, coercion
and force prevail instead of accommodation, and the result is social paralysis.” Silver
believed that change in Mississippi would eventually come from the rest of the United
States, which would not put up with Mississippi’s attitudes and practices forever.23
Silver’s conclusions present a bleak picture. What is most important about his
analysis is his description of the true cause of Mississippi’s problems. He believed
whites as well as blacks were enslaved:

[The white Mississippian] no longer has freedom of
choice in the realm of ideas because his ideas must first
be harmonized with the orthodoxy.. . . In spite of what
he claims, the white Mississippian is not even
conservative—he is merely negative. He grows up being
against most things about which other men at least have
the pleasure of arguing. He spends all his life on the
defensive. The most he can hope for is to put up a good
fight before losing.

The root cause of Mississippi’s problems went beyond racism. “Mississippi is the
way it is not because of its views on the Negro—here it is simply ‘the South
exaggerated’—but because of its closed society, its refusal to allow freedom of inquiry
or to tolerate ‘error of opinion.’”24 Mississippi did not improve the state of civil

23 Ibid., 90-93, 123, 145, 156, quotations on 123, 146, 154.
24 Ibid., 153, 154, quotations on both pages.
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rights within its borders because it refused to allow criticism, and it refused to change.
The system had been built to ensure that the social, economic, and political
hierarchies remained unaltered.
Silver’s arguments are persuasive when considered in the light of the many
accounts of abuse and oppression in Mississippi. Mississippi had the reputation in the
civil rights movement of being one of the most intransigent states in America, and
with reason. Because it was a closed society, an attorney and a patrolman could make
up charges against Bob Moses out of whole cloth. Because it was a closed society,
the registrar did not have to understand the constitution, even though he evaluated
voters’ understanding of it. Because it was a closed society, two policemen could get
away with sexually assaulting a woman whom they had taken into their custody
without just cause. And a United States Congressman could get away with sending a
signed threat to a Mississippi resident. The logic of the closed society was the logic
of white Mississippi’s self-interest, not the logic of the outside world. There was no
one with both the power and the will to end the oppression. As long as the society
remained closed, the oppressors could do as they wished.
In such a society, the truth is lost. Words and actions do not have to reflect
reality. As Bob Moses commented, “When you’re not in Mississippi, it’s not real and
nr

when you’re there the rest of the world isn’t real.”

In this situation, the Biblical

25 Letters from Mississippi, ed. Elizabeth Sutherland (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Company, 1965), 15.

15
concept quoted in a verse of “We Shall Overcome” that “the truth shall make you
free” had direct relevance.

In light of the conditions in Mississippi, the fact that a civil rights movement
spread all over the state is impressive. Even in “the closed society” there were
individuals with the courage to struggle for change. In the summer of 1960, Robert
Parris (Bob) Moses, a New York City high school math teacher with a master’s
degree in philosophy from Harvard, went south to work for civil rights in Atlanta.
From there, he traveled, using his own money, into the deep South to recruit people to
attend an important organizational meeting of SNCC set for the fall of 1960; in
Mississippi he talked with a local activist and NAACP member named Amzie
Moore.26 At the time Moses met him, Moore was frustrated with the NAACP’s
lukewarm attitude toward work in Mississippi. Moses perceived that “‘Amzie saw
the students as a way out; I mean he really felt that these students . . . were going to
accomplish something . . . [they were] a force that he and other people should try to

26 Forman, 219, 224, 278, 282; Claybome Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the
Black Awakening of the 1960s (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981),
46; Mary King, 72, 145; Emily Stoper, The Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee: The Growth of Radicalism in a Civil Rights Organization (New York:
Carlson Publishing, 1989), 254; John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil
Rights in Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago, Illinois: University of Illinois Press,
1994), 102. Some of these sources disagree with each other and with themselves as to
Moses’s initial activities. After studying all of them, however, I have concluded that
Moses spent his own money to travel into the deep South on behalf of SNCC to
recruit for the fall 1960 meeting.

16
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tap.’”

According to another member of SNCC, “It was always to Amzie that Bob

gave the credit for setting the framework for SNCC in Mississippi. Amzie urged Bob
to stay away from direct action as too dangerous in Mississippi and, instead, together
they planned a voter-registration program for the state.”

28

Besides, direct action

would be aimed at desegregating public facilities which Mississippi blacks were
mostly too poor to use, whereas Moore believed that if black people gained the power
to vote, Mississippi’s system of oppression would begin to crumble.

29

Amzie Moore’s work laid the foundation for the SNCC activities that
ultimately led to the Summer Project in 1964. After Moore returned from World
War II, he became involved in civil rights activities in his native state.

30

When he

first arrived home in Cleveland, Mississippi, in early 1946, he discovered that a white
“‘home guard’” had been formed to protect white people against returning black
veterans. This protection entailed killing “at least one Negro each week,” and these
murders went on for a number of months until finally Moore and others asked some
FBI agents to investigate, which “slowed it up for awhile.” In 1950, Moore

27 Dittmer, 102-103, quotation on 103. Although he was part of the Mississippi
NAACP, Moore had moved closer to the Southern Conference Education Fund (or
SCEF), which had begun working with him in the fifties and was detested by the
NAACP as too radical.
28 Mary King, 145.
29 Dittmer, 103.
30

Note that the following narrative of events offers only Moore’s personal
recollections and perspective.

17
participated in the organization o f the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, which
decided its goals were “to teach Negroes first-class citizenship, the preservation of
property, the paying of taxes, the holding o f public office, the changing of the
economic standpoint.” (Several of these goals were also goals of the Mississippi
Summer Project.) As if the situation in Mississippi was not threatening enough
already, in 1954 the White Citizens’ Council was established in Indianola,
Mississippi. On the first day of 1955, Moore was elected president of his local
NAACP branch, which grew enormously over the next six months. Then the
Reverend George W. Lee of Belzoni, Mississippi, who had gone to Federal Court to
ask that the Humphrey County sheriff be enjoined to permit blacks to pay the poll tax,
was killed in May of 1955. Not long afterwards, a man named Jack Smith was killed
in Brookhaven, Mississippi, “for participating in what they called politics.” In
August of 1955, a young teenager named Emmett Till was lynched near Glendora,
Mississippi, and dumped into the Tallahachie River.

31

The lynching of Emmett Till and the national reaction it prompted are
particularly significant historically. There are conflicting accounts of exactly what
happened leading up to the lynching, and the entire story remains uncertain. In his
book A Death in the Delta: The Story of Emmett Till, historian Stephen J. Whitfield

31

Forman, 278-280. Forman says that “this is the story of Amzie Moore’s life as
he told it” (278). Details of time and place of Till’s death come from Stephen J.
Whitfield, A Death in the Delta: The Story of Emmett Till (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1988/1991), 55, caption of frontispiece map.
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explains the known details and the areas of confusion surrounding Till’s murder. In
any case, Roy Bryant and his half-brother J.W. Milam (and evidence suggests that
others may have been involved as well) lynched Till. When the body was recovered
from the river and sent home to Till’s mother, it was horribly disfigured and
decomposed.

32

Partly because Till was a northerner and so young and his murder occurred
after Brown v. Board of Education, which had begun to wake up the North to the state
of civil rights in the South, this story attracted nationwide attention.

33

According to

Whitfield, there was considerable white reaction in Mississippi against the lynching at
first, seemingly a mixture of genuine revulsion and concern for the state’s image, but
as the rest of America began publicly to condemn Mississippi racism, many whites
rallied behind Bryant and Milam, who were, not surprisingly, ultimately acquitted.
The story roused African Americans across the country. A picture of Till’s body in
Jet magazine “steeled the determination of some of them to reduce their own
vulnerability.” After a long history of lynchings which had received more media

32

Whitfield, 15-21, 22-23. The evidence of others’ involvement is discussed in
Dittmer, 449, in endnote 42 to chap. 3.
33 Seth Cagin and Philip Dray, We are not Afraid: The Story of Goodman.
Schwemer. and Chaney and the Civil Rights Campaign for Mississippi (New York:
Macmillan Publishing Company, 1988), 54.

19
support than condemnation, Till’s lynching was the first that drew critical attention to
the grim racism in Mississippi.34
Moreover, the verdict prompted angry protest rallies involving thousands of
people around the world. And black teenagers who were part of Till’s generation,
some of them future leading activists in SNCC and CORE (the Congress of Racial
Equality), reacted strongly to his murder. Cleveland Sellers, later a SNCC activist,
writes o f his reaction:
The atrocity that affected me the most [while growing
up] was Emmett Till’s lynching. . . . Many black
newspapers and magazines carried pictures of the
corpse. I can still remember them. . . . Emmett Till
was only three years older than me and I identified with
him. I tried to put myself in his place and imagine what
he was thinking when those white men took him from
his home that night. I wondered how I would have
handled the situation. I read and reread the newspaper
and magazine accounts. I couldn’t get over the fact that
the men who were accused of killing him had not been
punished at all.
Anne Moody, a native Mississippian and future activist, also writes of how Till’s
murder affected her:
Now there was a new fear known to me—the fear of
being killed just because I was black. . . . I didn’t
know what one had to do or not do as a Negro not to be
killed. Probably just being a Negro period was enough,
I thought. . . . I was fifteen years old when I began to
hate people. I hated the white men who murdered
Emmett Till and I hated all the other whites who were
responsible for the countless murders Mrs. Rice had
34 Whitfield, 23,24-30, 42,48, 145-147.
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told me about and those I vaguely remembered from
childhood. But I also hated Negroes. . . . In fact, I
think I had a stronger resentment toward Negroes for
letting the whites kill them than toward the whites.

In retrospect, Amzie Moore saw Till’s death as the onset in his state of the modem
movement for civil rights. In the meantime, however, the year ended with another
case where the jury refused to convict a white man who had obviously killed a black
man (Elmer Kimball, a friend of J.W. Milam, killed Clinton Melton, an attendant at a
service station, after an argument about how much gas Kimball had ordered; Melton’s
employer, a white man, witnessed the event and testified at the trial that Kimball had
killed Melton).35
Despite the violence, a group of Mississippi blacks continued to stmggle for
their rights. 36 Amzie Moore relates how, in October, after Till’s lynching, Gus
Coates, who had refused to heed white warnings to stop his registration activities, was
shot but not killed, and then forced to move out of Mississippi. By the end of 1955,
according to Moore, seven people were dead and a number of important black leaders
had left the state.

35 Dittmer, 57-58; Cleveland Sellers with Robert Terrell, The River of No Return:
The Autobiography of a Black Militant and the Life and Death of SNCC (Jackson,
Miss.: University Press of Mississippi, 1973, reprinted 1990), 14, 15; Moody, 125,
126, 129.
36

Note again that the following account relies solely on Amzie Moore’s
recollections and perspective.
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The next year, the remaining activists in Moore’s NAACP group decided to
focus on voting. When their initial efforts were met with intimidation, Moore called
the Justice Department, and the FBI arrived to investigate. “We didn’t hear any more
from it,” Moore recalled. (Civil rights workers in 1964 were still running into similar
problems.) However, Moore’s group tried again, and some managed to vote. When
the Mississippi legislature established a new registration requirement involving
interpreting part of the Mississippi constitution, Moore’s group set up a citizenship
school to try to teach illiterate black Mississippians about the constitution. (Here
again are tactics that resurfaced during the Summer Project.) After making their
activities well known to the Justice Department, and senators and congressmen in
Washington, D.C., they began their school, which experienced a limited degree of
success. Then they lost the use of the church where the school had been held.
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When Amzie Moore first met Bob Moses in 1960, he persuaded Moses that a
voter registration drive was needed in Mississippi. Thus it was that Bob Moses
eventually made his way to Mississippi in the summer of 1961 to begin working on
registration, although he discovered that McComb (where he was invited by C.C.
Bryant, head of the local NAACP chapter) was a more feasible location for his work
than Moore’s hometown of Cleveland.
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Moses was quickly joined by two men from
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Forman, 280-281, quotation on 281. In the last two paragraphs, we have
returned to Amzie Moore’s personal account.
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On pages 103-104 of his definitive account, Local People: The Struggle for
Civil Rights in Mississippi. John Dittmer describes how, during his first two weeks in
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SNCC, John Hardy and Reggie Robinson (Robinson had been working on a
Baltimore voter registration drive). These three young men voluntarily commenced
the risky venture of fighting injustice in “the closed society.”
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They began canvassing for people to register and setting up voter registration
schools (to teach people how to fill out the registration forms, including the section on
interpreting part of the Mississippi constitution). In the three counties where they
began work out of their McComb base, the number of African Americans registered
was minimal. According to James Forman, in one of the counties no African
Americans were registered at all. It did not take long for Bob Moses to be arrested

McComb, Moses, accompanied by two men from the community, “did nothing but
talk with local people about the proposed voter registration project.. . . ‘We went to
every single black person of any kind of substance in the community,’ recalls Moses.”
He described the voter registration drive which he and two other SNCC workers (not
yet arrived) wanted to stage if they had the community’s financial support. One of
the men accompanying Moses, a respected local figure named Webb Owens who was
acting as treasurer for the undertaking, then asked for contributions. Thus, “in this,
his initial foray into community organizing, Moses established the pattern that SNCC
followed for the next four years, involving local people in all phases of the movement
and depending on them for support and, when needed, protection.” According to
Moses, whether a project could take off depended on the local people. A second
reason why the community paid attention to Moses was the fact that all elements of it
could agree on his goal of voter registration, which “had been the staple of black
political activism in Mississippi for nearly a half century.” (A direct action strategy
for desegregation would have generated almost no support among the community’s
adults for Moses’s plans.)
39

There are slightly different accounts of this early beginning in Mississippi to be
found in Forman, 224-225, 282; Carson, 46-47; Stoper, 254-255; Mary King, 71, 72.
These are the sources for the entire paragraph preceding this footnote.
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and jailed for a short time. It did not take much longer for him to be beaten.40 And
the violence did not stop there.
Along with voter registration, other SNCC workers in McComb (Pike County)
taught nonviolent direct action in workshops which attracted high school students
who did not feel that their voter canvassing activities were enough. This effort
resulted early on in the jailing of several teenagers, which provoked a strong reaction
in the black community against white oppression and in favor of civil rights activism.
The high school students continued to practice direct action, and more of them were
arrested and jailed 41 After encountering repeated violence and arrests, Moses and
SNCC decided to leave McComb for the time being and start over in a new part of
M ississippi42 The work in McComb had not produced much in the way of concrete
accomplishments and had experienced setbacks, but it laid groundwork for 1964 and
taught valuable lessons to the SNCC workers. They learned they could survive, that
their undertaking naturally drew young people whose activities brought the adults into
the fold, that the constricting economic situation of the black middle class made their
support less likely, that the Kennedy administration and its Justice Department might
listen but would not provide much help, that direct action could be harmful without

40 Forman, 223-227.
41 Ibid., 227-229,232-233; Carson, 48-49; Mary King, 148, 150-151.
42 Carson, 48-50; Stoper, 10.
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the support of local black leaders, and that in Mississippi voter registration was
actually just as dangerous as direct action.43
Direct action did play an important part in the movement in Mississippi. Yet
Amzie Moore had stressed the need for voter registration work, warning that direct
action was too risky, and Bob Moses entered Mississippi with his sights set on
registration work.44 As a matter of fact, in 1961 there were two wings of SNCC, one
that favored direct action and one that favored voter registration. By 1963, the
members of SNCC who went to Mississippi had discovered that, as Jim Forman had
predicted, “working on voter registration was indeed a dangerous thing in the South
and those working on it would get all the direct action they needed once they ran up
against Southern sheriffs.”45
The story of Greenwood illustrates the steady focus on voter registration.46
SNCC staffer Sam Block, a native of Cleveland, Mississippi, who had been brought
into full-time movement work by Amzie Moore, began single-handedly the work of
voter registration in 1962 in Greenwood, Leflore County, thus commencing SNCC’s

43 Dittmer, 114-115.
44 Mary King, 145.
45 Ibid., 61, 71-72; Forman, 234-235, quotation on 235; Carson, 48, 50-51.
46 A new work of historical scholarship, unfortunately not yet generally available
when this thesis was being written, focuses on the story of Greenwood. This book is
Charles M. Payne’s I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).
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first major undertaking in the Mississippi Delta. In retaliation, the Leflore County
supervisors halted the federal surplus food program which supported thousands of
local African Americans and kept many from starving. SNCC organized a relief
effort, and SNCC workers stipulated that in order to receive food and clothing, the
recipient must try to register. This stipulation was not always enforced, but many
local people were convinced by the SNCC workers’ argument that the county
supervisors had been able to cut off the people’s federal distributions in the first place
because African Americans lacked the power of the vote. As a result, by early 1963
many more African Americans in the area began trying to register.
The whites reacted with frightening violence. In one incident, Jimmy Travis,
a SNCC staffer, was shot in the head and shoulder from a passing car as he drove
back to Greenville with Bob Moses after a meeting in Greenwood. Incredibly, Travis
survived. The Travis shooting caused a speedy response. Workers from a number of
civil rights organizations were sent into Greenwood, and SNCC moved all its
Mississippi staff members to Greenwood. Moreover, the media and thus the federal
government began to pay attention. Systematic canvassing was undertaken to push
the voter registration drive forward. More and more local people were taking an
interest in the movement. Violent episodes continued, but the Greenwood movement
did not give in. When shots were fired into a home where teenagers who had been
participating in the voter registration work lived, the local black populace became
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angry because one of those teenagers was “‘the nicest girl in Greenwood,’” and they
concluded that anything was better than living with Greenwood’s current situation.
At James Forman’s suggestion, modified by Bob Moses (who was worried
about the possible negative results of direct action), a large crowd marched downtown
to protest to the mayor about the violence and to try to register. Predictably, the
police stopped them and arrested ten important SNCC staff members, eight of whom
were convicted o f breaking the peace and sentenced to jail time and fines. They
decided to stay in jail rather than make bail and see what the federal government
would do. Police violence on that day and the next few days caught the national
media’s attention. Major civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr. publicized
their support for the Greenwood effort. It was at this point that the community’s
black elite finally began to become involved in the movement. And the march and
arrests were followed up by large numbers of people trying to register. Meanwhile,
the eight leaders, including Forman and Moses, were still in jail.
Representatives of the Justice Department and the FBI arrived, sent by the
Kennedy administration. The situation in Greenwood, together with pressures in
Washington, forced the Kennedys to choose sides and take legal action against
Greenwood officials. White Mississippi fought back in Greenwood and in
Washington. Meanwhile, a group of local people was arrested for trying to register
and then harassed by police while FBI agents and the media watched. Just as
everything came to a head, the Justice Department and the President backed down and
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struck a bargain with Greenwood officials. The eight SNCC leaders were freed from
jail just over a week after they were arrested. However, the second group of potential
registrants which had been arrested was not mentioned in the newly-struck deal.
Although the Justice Department did not give in on every one of the issues between
them and Greenwood officials, when all aspects of the situation were taken into
account, the overall outcome was a triumph for the oppressors. True, there was an
official promise that blacks would be allowed to take the registration test. Officials
also offered to bring black registrants to the courthouse by bus. Yet the officials
stated that they would not permit large groups of people on the streets, and the city
commissioners refused to promise that harassment of blacks attempting to register
would stop. In other words, blacks had been shot at, harassed by police and arrested
for trying to register, with no consequences for those responsible. Moreover, because
there was no promise that similar harassment would not occur again, the concessions
made by the Greenwood officials according to the requirements of the bargain held
little practical value for blacks. The last-minute capitulation of the Justice
Department “shocked and saddened black Greenwood” and the civil rights activists.
“Bob Moses simply withdrew.” He had been working with the Justice Department
for two years and had “a personal relationship with John Doar.” When Doar went to
find Moses and attempt to explain, “he saw the look of total despair on Moses’ face”
and “did not even bring up the subject.”
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After the eight SNCC staffers were released, people went to the courthouse
again, but this time in cars. On the way downtown, James Forman learned that the
police commissioner had mentioned the possibility that they could use buses. So
when the police commissioner showed up later in the day at the courthouse, Forman
“suggested that he provide us with a bus to get the people back home again, since he
had given us a bus a week ago to go to jail.” The bus was provided, and they all
drove home singing. Forman says it was the constant presence of African Americans
marching in the streets that brought about this minor concession. “We wanted the
bus, and by then the police wanted us to have a bus, so that our interests coincided—
but only because they knew we weren’t going to be turned around.” A mass meeting
followed that night. Soon thereafter, all the SNCC staff members but those originally
working in Greenwood returned to their former tasks. The people of Greenwood and
the Leflore County SNCC workers continued the voter registration project on their
own. They had survived, despite white Mississippi and the federal government.47
Greenwood was not alone in its focus on voter registration, and this focus throughout
Mississippi ultimately led Mississippi activists into high-profile national politics.
The activities in Greenwood helped to set in motion another train of events,
this one involving Medgar Evers. Evers, an NAACP activist, visited Greenwood to

47 The Greenwood story is covered in Dittmer, 128-129, 131-135, 143-157;
Forman, 282-288, 294-305; Carson, 79-81. Quotations in Forman, 296, 304; Dittmer,
155. Dittmer and Forman do not agree on all details of the story.
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speak to a meeting after Jimmy Travis was shot. According to Bob Moses,
“Greenwood did something to him that made him feel that he needed to go back to
Jackson and to really start working.” So in May 1963 Evers started leading an
NAACP boycott of Jackson stores. He became infected with the zeal and courage and
momentum of the college students who were involved in direct action in Jackson and
thus found himself in opposition with the more conservative higher-ups in the
NAACP. The boycott drew the media and publicized Evers’ civil rights leadership,
with the result that he and his family lived in much greater danger than previously.
His wife Myrlie recalls that their “home was firebombed; we received threats on
almost an hourly basis at home,” and they had a number of guns in the house in case
they needed to protect themselves and their children. Dave Dennis, the CORE leader
in Mississippi, was a close friend of Evers and recalls that always “he felt he was
close [to death], and from what he did on a day-to-day basis, he knew he was a
marked man. But his commitment was extremely strong . . . ” Myrlie Evers describes
this feeling of death’s imminence as well: “We came to realize, in those last few days,
last few months, that our time was short. It was simply in the air. You knew that
something was going to happen, and the logical person for it to happen to was
Medgar. It certainly brought us closer during that time.. . . we didn’t talk, we didn’t
have to. We communicated without words.” On June 11, 1963, Evers went to
Jackson for a meeting and worked until midnight. When he finally got home, he was
shot just as he slammed his car door shut. He died early on the morning of June 12,
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1963.

48

racism.

His death once again focused national attention on Mississippi’s extreme
49

The African-American community responded immediately, and people who
had never marched before were out in the streets, marching in angry protest. The
police reacted with violence. It almost looked as if Evers’ death would revive the
direct action campaign to which NAACP leaders had been applying the brakes.
Thousands of blacks joined in a funeral procession which had been forbidden by the
mayor to include singing or shouting. (The mayor had okayed the march, knowing
that blacks would march whether or not it was permitted.) When the march reached
the funeral home, hundreds of young people began to sing freedom songs and headed
toward the white business district. Once again, the police reacted with violence, but
this time the African Americans were angry enough to fight back and began throwing
bottles, bricks and other objects. Dave Dennis, the NAACP’s Gloster Current, some
black ministers, and the Justice Department’s John Doar joined forces to prevent a
riot, and the black conservatives decided that that would be the end of
demonstrations. The Kennedy administration then worked out an agreement with
Jackson officials whereby the African Americans were offered a few token
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49 “Oh Freedom Over Me.”
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concessions (six black policemen to be hired, black crossing guards for black schools,
a few promotions of blacks in the sanitation department, and a pledge to keep
listening to black complaints), empty concessions which the conservative leaders
accepted. (The black conservative group included Roy Wilkins and a good part of his
NAACP staff from New York, as well as local middle-class traditional leaders.) For
all practical purposes, the Jackson movement, with its potential for becoming a
hotspot for direct action, died with Medgar Evers. After his murder, Evers gained the
status o f martyrdom and became a symbol of the civil rights movement, a man killed
in the midst of leading an important battle. Actually, at the end of his life he had
found himself hesitating in a quandary, tom between old NAACP friends whose
tactics now seemed outdated and young Jackson activists who had spirit and
momentum. He had not found his way out of this puzzle before his death. Since his
instincts placed him with the young activists, one wonders what might have happened
in Jackson had he lived. As historian John Dittmer writes, “Both the inner turmoil of
Evers’ final days and the tragedy of his martyrdom are eloquent testimony to the
courage and dedication of a leader who deserved—in his lifetime—the respect and the
support of the powerful people who later publicly identified themselves so closely
with this man and his cause.”50 His murderer was not convicted until 1994.

50 Dittmer, 163-169, quotation on 169.
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Meanwhile, a change was occurring in the Mississippi movement. Previously
the focus had been on building the movement among native Mississippians. Now
another strategy (already tested during the freedom rides) would be added, namely the
use of volunteers from outside Mississippi to gain both nationwide publicity and the
much-needed involvement of the federal government. This tactical shift resulted in
large part from the developing views of Bob Moses on the needs of the Mississippi
movement.51 The story of the “Freedom Vote” illustrates both this shift and the
continuing focus on voter registration.
In November of 1963, Moses, COFO (the Council of Federated
Organizations), and volunteers recruited from Yale and Stanford all worked together
to conduct the “Freedom Vote.” (COFO, a civil rights umbrella organization for
Mississippi officially consisting of SNCC, CORE, the NAACP, and SCLC [Southern
Christian Leadership Conference], theoretically conducted the Freedom Vote,
although SNCC actually ran it. The most active organizations within COFO were
SNCC and CORE. These two organizations ran what was technically COFO’s
Summer Project in 1964, with SNCC playing the leading role, as might be expected.)
At the same time that whites were holding their gubernatorial election, blacks held a
mock election with their own candidates and their own ballots. Aaron “Doc” Henry,

51 Carson, 77, 81.
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Mississippi activist and state NAACP president, ran for governor and the Reverend
Edwin King (Tougaloo College’s white chaplain) for lieutenant governor. The
participation of the Yale and Stanford students made it logistically possible to hold
the Freedom Vote on a statewide basis. The idea behind the Freedom Vote was to
prove to the world that many African Americans would vote if only they could, and
not for the sort of candidates who were currently winning elections in Mississippi.
The Freedom Vote would also give African Americans a chance to discuss their
political views and to experience the empowerment of voting for something they
could believe in and under circumstances where their vote would mean something.
Although more than a hundred instances of harassment were recorded that November,
well over 80,000 ballots were cast in the Freedom Vote. A number of SNCC workers
felt that the Freedom Vote was a success, particularly considering the adverse
conditions under which it was carried out.
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52 Forman, 354-356; Mary King, 230-231, 236-241; Dittmer, 205; Carson, 97-98;
Hampton et al., 182; Stoper, 13. For the explanation of COFO and the roles of SNCC
and CORE, see Sutherland, 35; Forman, 354, 372; Mary King, 306, 309-310;
Belfrage, 4. Identification of Aaron Henry is found in Dittmer, 120-121, and
elsewhere. Mary King says on page 241 that “eighty-two thousand black persons in
Mississippi had cast mock ballots,” and that this was the final count that was reported
to her by telephone. John Dittmer says on page 205 that “more than 83,000 blacks,
and a few whites, cast their ballots for Henry and King.” Dittmer’s footnote for this
statement cites the Mississippi Free Press, which he says included the vote breakdown
by county as well as the vote totals. Several of the other accounts mention the
number 80,000. (Might they have rounded down to 80,000?) Claybome Carson
seems to think that there was relatively little violence inflicted on civil rights workers,
but Mary King and James Forman, who are more likely to know, both present
evidence indicating that several instances of violence and many more of intimidation
and harassment of various kinds occurred.
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Anne Moody, a native Mississippian working on the Freedom Vote, presents
the opposite view. She was not enamored of the idea from the first and argued
against it at the COFO meeting called to decide whether to hold the Freedom Vote.
After some debate, Aaron Henry decided to set up a committee to decide the question.
Everyone on the committee but Moody wanted to stage the Freedom Vote, and thus
the decision was made. Moody then consented, somewhat unwillingly, to try to
recruit votes, which she did, but after it was over, she summed it up:
The total number of votes cast by Mississippi Negroes
was 80,000. This was about 60,000 more than the
number of Negroes officially registered in the state.
But since there were more than 400,000 Negroes of
voting age (twenty-one and older) in Mississippi, the
80,000 votes didn’t greatly impress me--even though
Negroes had not voted in Mississippi in significant
numbers since Reconstruction. “If it took this much
work to get 80,000 votes,” I thought, “then we’ll be
working a lifetime to get the 400,000 and some
53
registered.”
Moody’s point was well taken. There were eighty-two counties in Mississippi, and of
these, eight contributed two-thirds of the vote, while twenty-five polled under 100
votes each. While the active presence of civil rights workers seemed to make a
difference in some areas, in others their work yielded minimal results. Less than onefifth of the overall vote came from counties with continuous SNCC and CORE
projects. Of course, these were counties where white animosity was highest, leading

53 Moody, 297-298, 300-302, 306-309, quotation on 308-309.
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Moses to remark that the Freedom Vote showed that, for Mississippi blacks to get the
vote, ‘“the equivalent of an army’” would have to be sent in (this remark was aimed
at the Kennedy administration, which continued to refuse protection from white abuse
for Mississippi blacks).54
Yet the Freedom Vote was carried out “despite all of the official efforts to halt
the protest election and with not a whisper, much less a presence, from the Justice
Department. . SNCC staff member Ivanhoe Donaldson concluded:
It showed the Negro population that politics is not just
“white folks” business, but that Negroes are also
capable of holding political offices. It introduced a lot
of Negroes, for the first time, to the idea of marking
ballots. For the first time, since Reconstruction,
Negroes held a rally on the steps of the Courthouse,
with their own candidates, expressing their own beliefs
and ideas rather than those of the “white folks.” There
was less fear in the Negro community about taking part
in civil rights activities.55
Moreover, the Freedom Vote led directly to the Summer Project, with its emphasis on
voter registration and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, and with the
importation of volunteers from outside Mississippi.56

54 Dittmer, 206.
55 Mary King, 241; Donaldson was quoted in Forman, 356. Although Donaldson
says that “there was less fear,” Forman remarks on the same page that “intimidation
throughout the state undoubtedly cut down the number of participants in the Freedom
Vote.”
56 Stoper, 13; Carson, 98; Forman, 356; Doug McAdam, Freedom Summer (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 37-38.
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A large part of this impact of the Freedom Vote lay in the northern publicity
that the white Yale and Stanford students brought to the struggle in Mississippi.
Actually, national media coverage of the Freedom Vote was somewhat scant
(according to the Associated Press, the Freedom Vote was “‘an election sidelight’”),
but what coverage there was focused almost exclusively on the white students, even
coverage by journalists who sympathized with the effort. Mary King and Julian Bond
of SNCC, engaged in trying to focus the national media’s attention on the Freedom
Vote, saw that the students attracted a degree of attention that was normally absent.
The civil rights workers and local people who had been in Mississippi combating
racism all along simply were not as important to the media. Activist Allard
Lowenstein, who was present at the election night festivities, described how “‘the TV
cameras . . . focused again on . .. the white students. And the bitterness of the SNCC
workers was very understandable and intense.’” Mary King described the effect of
this biased media coverage on the future of the Mississippi movement:
As a result of striving to get press coverage of the
Freedom Ballot, I realized with a sinking feeling of
finality how permeated by racism the country was; it
was much easier for the Friends of SNCC groups
outside the South to badger their local wire-service
outlet in the hometown of a person who was white.
This recognition that northern whites could command
greater press attention was another one of the factors
that led Bob Moses to design the massive Mississippi
Summer Project. We would, however, be using the
implicit racism of the press, and its failure to see
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atrocities against black people as newsworthy, to fight
57
racism.
The national reaction to the murder of the three civil rights workers, two of them
white, at the beginning of the Summer Project showed that Mary King was right.
Moreover, SNCC had learned during the Freedom Vote that federal law
enforcement officials would appear where there were well-off white students
involved. And the Freedom Vote had given the SNCC staff a glimpse of what might
be accomplished if they had a greatly enlarged volunteer force involved in the
fO

Mississippi movement.

The Summer Project was a logical next step after the

experience of the Freedom Vote.
The original idea for the Mississippi Summer Project is variously attributed,
but Bob Moses was the force behind the Summer Project from beginning to end.59
Moses was an unusually impressive figure. He seems to have commanded the respect
and often the affection of nearly all those in the movement who had any contact with
him. According to Mary King, he was “quiet,” open, “brilliant,” “unafraid.” He
thought ahead beyond the daily struggle. His serenity and strength deeply affected
those around him. People trusted him. “Local people in Mississippi used to say that
he was ‘Moses in the Bible.’” Mary King tells a story which she says typified Moses.

57 Mary King, 240; Dittmer, 206-207. Quotations on all pages.
58 McAdam, 37, 39-40.
59 Mary King, 231; Carson, 98; McAdam, 37-38; Dittmer, 208-211.
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Someone asked how he organized. “‘By bouncing a ball,’ he answered quietly.
‘What?’ ‘You bounce a ball. You stand on a street and bounce a ball. Soon all the
children come around. You keep on bouncing the ball. Before long, it runs under
someone’s porch and then you meet the adults.’” Anne Moody writes, “I thought
Bob Moses, the director of SNCC in Mississippi, was Jesus Christ in the flesh. A lot
of other people thought of him as J.C., too.”60
Bob Moses’s key role was illustrated during the SNCC meeting in December
of 1963 when he presented the idea of the Summer Project. There was hot debate.
As Jim Forman describes the meeting, many of those present supported the idea. By
bringing in the sons and daughters of white America, the movement would at last be
able to bring home to white America how it felt to experience racism. They realized
what the wrenching results of such a tactic could be, “but we were not asking the
whites to do any more than we had done.” Moreover, the presence of young white
volunteers would finally make the Mississippi struggle into a national issue. On the
other hand, many of those present at the meeting adamantly opposed the idea. The
presence of white people among the civil rights workers would make them stick out
like sore thumbs, and they would no longer be able to blend into the AfricanAmerican community for safety. Moreover, up to that point, the Mississippi
movement had belonged to African Americans, and the opponents of the Summer

60 Mary King, 144-146, 152, quotations on 146; Moody, 225.
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Project were worried about the adverse effects of an influx of whites into the
movement. Forman writes, “If it had not been for Bob Moses’s strong stand in favor
o f the project—and his statement during one discussion that ‘I will not be part of a
racist organization’—we might possibly never have gone ahead with it.”61
There were repeated, hotly-argued debates over various issues related to the
Summer Project, right up to the summer of 1964. Mary King summarizes a SNCC
staff meeting in Atlanta on June 10, 1964, just before the Summer Project began:
All of the key issues we were grappling with came out
in that meeting, with five major concerns having
priority: the national reaction of the established civil
rights leadership to SNCC’s dominance in Mississippi;
the relationship between SNCC and the new umbrella
entity called the Council of Federated Organizations
(COFO); the role of the Greenwood [SNCC]
headquarters for Mississippi, which would soon be
usurped by the Jackson office of the summer project;
tensions between blacks and whites as a result of
hundreds of white volunteers coming into Mississippi;
and the relationship o f SNCC programs in other states
to the larger Mississippi project.
This was also the time when our philosophy of
nonviolence was being put to the test, and when fears
and anxieties about the imminence of death began to be
expressed openly.62

61 Forman, 372-373, quotations from both pages. To the last quotation, from page
373, Forman adds: “I am sure that today Bob would not see opposition to bringing in
so many whites as ‘racist,’ but that was his position at that time on that issue.”
62 Mary King, 304-305, quotation on 305.
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Tensions had arisen between SNCC and older civil rights groups who
appreciated SNCC’s groundbreaking work but felt threatened by a young group
which was beyond their control, which might lessen their influence, and which was
not responsive to their advice. Some groups tried to avoid dealing with SNCC
altogether. For example, at a meeting of the “‘unity council’” of black national
leaders attended by SNCC’s James Forman two days before the SNCC staff meeting,
Roy Wilkins of the NAACP had reacted negatively to the imminent Summer Project,
fearing it would hurt President Johnson politically and help the cause of Republican
candidate Barry Goldwater. Wilkins had said that despite the involvement of the state
NAACP, the national NAACP was not a part of COFO. Martin Luther King, Jr. of
SCLC, on the other hand, had expressed definite support for the project.
The discussion of SNCC’s role within COFO degenerated into a questioning
of how Bob Moses could have set up COFO if he were loyal to SNCC. There were
complaints that the other member groups of COFO were benefiting from the Summer
Project without contributing to it. Unruffled, Moses explained that while he was first
a member of SNCC, he nevertheless saw a need for cooperating with the other civil
rights organizations. Even though SNCC would do most of the work, there had to be
some vehicle for cooperation.
Moses addressed the debate over the role of white volunteers in the
movement. He reminded the meeting that the volunteers were coming in order to
confront Mississippi’s system of racial oppression head on, this being the only
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alternative unless SNCC was willing to keep trying to pressure the federal
government to act (which experience had shown would produce minimal results).
Less drastic tactics would not be useful until after the volunteers had opened the
confrontation with the powers controlling Mississippi.
The meeting debated the question of whether or not SNCC workers should
allow or even openly support self-defense in a state where they and the people they
lived with were subject to attack at any time of day or night. People had been killed.
This was an extremely touchy issue, but in the end they concluded that staffers and
volunteers would not carry guns (but the decisions about guns of local African
Americans involved in the movement were not under SNCC’s control). Mary King
later described Lawrence Guyot’s key argument: “If we armed ourselves it would
destroy the potency of our petition for national pressure on the state and provoke even
greater violence.” The meeting was long and intense, and it illustrated the
extraordinary pressures under which SNCC was working.
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Thus, on the eve of the Summer Project, serious issues were still under debate.
Many of the planners must have felt as though they were standing on the edge of a
precipice. The potential for disaster during the Summer Project was great. Yet so,
too, were the possible rewards. Would the young activists be able to pull it off?
Would it have the results for which they hoped? The complex endeavor that they

63 Ibid., 305-325, quotation on 324.

were about to begin was a far cry from the initial registration work of a few young
men new to Mississippi three years before. Civil rights workers had tried many
strategies in Mississippi. Nothing had produced the major changes they wanted to
achieve. Perhaps an undertaking on the scale of the Summer Project was the only
alternative left.

CHAPTER II

CHILDREN AND PARENTS

“If you can’t go, let your children go-I’m on my way, great God, I’m on my way.”
Freedom Song1

On July 23, 1964, a young woman named Judy wrote home to explain why
she had precipitately cut off her phone conversation with her father earlier that day.
Having driven into Carthage, Mississippi, on errands, she and three girlfriends had
stopped at a drive-in cafe with an outdoor phone booth so Judy could call home.
After she had spent approximately five minutes speaking to “Daddy,” a “redneck” in
a cowboy hat approached. Although the adjacent phone booth was empty, he asked
whether she would be on the phone any longer. “T il be through in a minute,” ’ she
answered.
He replied, “‘You’d better be through now and get out.’”
Judy thought quickly. She had not had the foresight to prevent his inserting a
foot in the phone booth door. She decided to give her father a description of her
harasser, hoping to scare the man off. In reply to her father’s question whether that

1 Letters from Mississippi, ed. Elizabeth Sutherland (New York: McGraw-Hill
Book Company, 1965), 90.
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was “Hank,” she answered ‘“No, this is a strange man whom I’ve never seen before.
He is about 5’6”. He’s wearing a cowboy h a t ..
As she recalled, that was the last thing she said. The stranger had waved an
open pocket knife at her. When he headed for the back of the phone booth with it,
Judy slammed down the phone. He almost cut the wire. Judy thought for some reason
that he could electrocute her by doing this (although she realized afterward that he
would have been hurt more than she would have). Her girlfriends were waiting in the
car with “the door open and the motor running.”
A car chase followed, for “at the junction with 488 we [the girls in the car]
found two cars with three men in each waiting for us.” Anne, who was driving the
car, “whipped around the comer and got in front of the two cars. We had to go well
over 80 mph to stay ahead of them (only one car chased us). They could have tried to
run us off the road. We knew we would be safe once we got to our dirt roads.” Later
that day, Judy wrote home to explain what had happened as accurately as she could.
Judy experienced this frightening animosity for the simple reason that she had
come to Mississippi as one of the many college-age volunteers for the Mississippi
Summer Project of 1964. Her purpose in coming to the state provoked the ire of her

Sutherland, 141-142. Note that many of the volunteers in Sutherland’s
collection of letters can only be identified by their first names. Last names, age, and
race are mostly missing. Sutherland includes a list of the volunteers whose letters she
has collected. However, the letters are signed with first names only, and the list
contains many duplicate first names. Identification of volunteers discussed, therefore,
will sometimes be incomplete.
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harassers. Judy’s experience was mild, compared to many of the volunteers’
encounters with white Mississippians that summer. In fact, three civil rights workers
disappeared at the beginning of the summer, and the experienced activists told the
volunteers from the beginning that these missing men were almost certainly killed not
long after their disappearance.3 This was the reality which faced everyone who
worked in Mississippi that summer. Given this context, one wonders what brought
young people to participate voluntarily in the Summer Project and how parents in and
outside Mississippi reacted to the idea. What were the generational roles and
responses which constituted an inherent part of Freedom Summer? To answer this
question, it is necessary to understand the organization and activities of the Summer
Project, the backgrounds of the volunteers, and the perspective of older adults
(especially parents) both within and outside the state.

SNCC and CORE entered into the Summer Project with a number of
objectives. They saw an urgent need to jolt the American people and government into
an awareness of both the unacceptable position of black people in white society and

2

Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer with Sarah Flynn, Voices of Freedom: An
Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement From the 1950s Through the 1980s (New
York: Bantam Books, 1990), 190. See Sutherland, 26-28. For full coverage of the
story of the three civil rights workers, see Seth Cagin and Philip Dray, We are not
Afraid: The Story of Goodman. Schwemer. and Chaney and the Civil Rights
Campaign for Mississippi (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1988). The
story will be told in the next chapter as well.
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the crucial necessity of outside support for civil rights activities in Mississippi. They
knew from experience that even the death of African Americans at the hands of white
racists made no significant dent in American consciousness. Bringing in hundreds of
young, mostly white volunteers with connections to well-off families and friends
(many of them influential) would rivet the nation’s attention as nothing else had
done.4
O f course, the leaders also had more concrete goals for the young volunteers.
A number of ventures were already under way in Mississippi, but on a small scale.
The infusion of hundreds of volunteers would allow these activities to be extended
throughout the state, helping a greater number of African Americans more effectively.
The volunteers could move into new areas which did not have a pre-existing local
movement and assist areas where there were freedom schools, community centers, or
branches of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party.5 Thus the volunteers would

4 Howell Raines, My Soul is Rested: Movement Days in the Deep South
Remembered (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1977), 274; Anne Braden, “The
Southern Freedom Movement in Perspective,” in We Shall Overcome: The Civil
Rights Movement in the United States in the 1950’s and 1960’s, ed. David J. Garrow
(Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing, 1989), 110, 354; Harvard Sitkoff, The
Struggle for Black Equality. 1954-1992. rev. ed. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1993),
166; Sally Belfrage, Freedom Summer (New York: The Viking Press, 1965), 55;
James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1972), 371, 372-373; Sutherland, 34-35.
5 Sutherland, 67; Braden, 109.
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not only further the fight against racism but would also “[help] to build viable
institutions of, by, and for black people.”6 As Bob Moses told the volunteers:
You are not freedom riders. The idea is to stay out of jail if
you can. Your job is to strengthen local people. If each of you
can leave behind you three people who are stronger and more
skilled than when you came, that will be 3,000 more people
we’ll have to work with next year.
The project was organized and run by experienced civil rights workers. Bob
Moses was the Summer Project Director and COFO Program Director. CORE’s
Dave Dennis, who worked with Moses in planning the project, served as Assistant
Program Director, and Aaron Henry was COFO President.8 The Summer Project was
run by 100 staff members, seventy-six from SNCC.9 These activists were well aware
of the difficulties that lay ahead. The stories of the staffers’ experiences led one
volunteer to write home, “I’d venture to say that every member of the Mississippi
staff has been beaten at least once and he who has not been shot at is rare.”10
After the planning and organizational phase was well under way, the next step
was to recruit volunteers. The civil rights workers spoke with students and with

6 Forman, 374.
7

Braden, 109-110. At this point, Moses was expecting that there would be 1,000
volunteers in all. The question of the actual number of volunteers is discussed later in
this chapter.
8 Belfrage, 9; Sutherland, 35; Raines, 273-274.
9 At least, these are the numbers according to Sutherland, 35.
10 Ibid., 8.
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members of the education, political, and religious professions all over the country.11
Friends of SNCC chapters and other campus civil rights groups recruited students
from upper echelon colleges and universities. SNCC had decided to target these
schools for two reasons: the Summer Project needed volunteers with connections to
social and political elites, and SNCC could not afford to pay the volunteers. It thus
•

had to recruit students who could afford to spend the summer m Mississippi.

12

In

fact, in order to participate, volunteers had to bring enough money to support
themselves, including guaranteed money for bail.

13

More important in the recruiting

process, however, was the absolute necessity of a high level of personal commitment
to project goals (in fact, during the training period, volunteers were encouraged to
drop out if they had any misgivings). For example, according to James Forman:
In all the interviewing and recruiting of prospective volunteers,
they were all asked if they would be willing to work under the
leadership of blacks—often blacks without formal education.
Their response to this question and other indications of their
willingness to work with black leadership was crucial in
deciding whether they should be accepted. It had been firmly
decided that all community projects would be headed by black
workers.14

11 Robert Coles, Farewell to the South (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
1963), 243.
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Doug Me Adam, Freedom Summer (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988), 40-41.
13 Sutherland, 35; Forman, 373.
14 Belfrage, 26; Sutherland, 31; Coles, 245; Forman, 373. For the “low-down” on
the recruiting and interviewing process, see McAdam, 41-65.
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An eclectic group of young men and women responded to the idea of
“Freedom Summer.” The nature of the group deserves a detailed examination, as it
bears on both the character of the project and on the kinds of relationships volunteers
had with their parents.
The diversity of the volunteers was striking. Sally Belfrage, who wrote an
account of her Freedom Summer experiences, described one group of volunteers as “a
strangely assorted team”:
There was Bambi Brown, a still, smooth, ivory girl from Des
Moines .. . George Johnson, Yale law student, a tall, blond
Peace Corps veteran fluent in Swahili; Linda Wetmore, a
laughing redhead who looked like a cheerleader or a cover girl
but had a will which dealt with any opposition as though it
didn’t exist, until it didn’t ; . .. Monroe Sharpe, a Negro artist
from Chicago and Paris, with a smile missing two front teeth
and a heavy silver medallion around his neck;. . . Eli Zaretsky,
whose Brooklyn “dose,” “ting,” and eloquent humor were
clung to as tightly as an uncompromised principle . . . 15
Volunteer Mario Savio gained fame in the fall of 1964 for his leadership of the
Free Speech Movement as a student at Berkeley.16 There was Steve Bingham, the
nephew of New York Congressman Jonathan Bingham, whose connections involved
him in a meeting at the Justice Department at which Burke Marshall, Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., John Doar, Steve, Steve’s father, Bob Moses, James Forman, and
Lawrence Guyot argued over the participation of the Lawyers Guild in the Mississippi

15 Belfrage, 40.
16 For a discussion of the effects of the Summer Project on the Free Speech
Movement and on Mario Savio’s FSM leadership role, see McAdam, 162-171.
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Summer Project. There was the unusual young white man from Mississippi “who had
switched extremes after the riots at Ole Miss, where he had studied.” Among the very
small number of older volunteers was a woman from Greenwich Village who
explained to a Summer Project staffer that her New York City lawyer, with whom she
had left bail money, wanted to be contacted right away if anything happened to her.
A German girl named Ursula Junk, who had come over to study at Iowa University,
was censured by the white Mississippi community for her short skirts and black
stockings, although she possessed many of the more praiseworthy characteristics of
the young volunteers (and she did not seem to act as her censors had assumed she
would). There was even the surprising “engineering student from a California family
so Republican that its latest addition had been christened ‘Barry G.’”

17

In fact, the

volunteers’ backgrounds were incredibly varied, so much so that one must question
whether they could be taken as representatives of their generation.
Although diversity was a salient feature of the volunteer group, a number of
common traits also characterized them. They were “mostly Northerners and mostly
white and mostly students.” One volunteer described the group he trained with as
containing “maybe a majority of Young Democrat types with a good representation of
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people from the left.”

18

Doug McAdam, in Freedom Summer, has produced the most

detailed and comprehensive work on the volunteers. His research reveals that the
volunteers came from financially and educationally privileged backgrounds; were
more male than female; mostly white; mostly in the later part of their college years;
raised by parents with values consistent in some way with the values underlying the
Summer Project; likely to have already been involved in some sort of organization
(civil rights, political, religious, or educational); and likely to possess some alreadyestablished link to the project through membership in a civil rights or related group,
previous activism, or activist friends. They were highly motivated, idealistic, and,
typical o f sixties youth, confident about the effects they could produce: “To the
extent that they were drawn from that privileged segment of the American middle and
upper-middle classes who came of age in postwar America, they shared in the
generalized optimism, idealism, and sense of potency that was the subjective heritage
of their class and generation.”
McAdam discusses likely reasons for the composition of the group. Although
project recruiters did try to find black volunteers and even to help finance them, there
were several reasons why in the end most volunteers were white. Blacks were less
likely to have the financial means to participate, they were less likely to have had the
chance to attend the colleges or universities which were the focus of recruiting efforts,

18 Sutherland, 1,12.
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and they knew that SNCC’s purpose was to bring white students into Mississippi to
compel the nation to pay attention. Given the make-up of college populations and the
traditional views on the role of women still present in 1964, an unusually large
number of women applied to become volunteers. However, the danger, the political
nature of the project, the lack of chaperones, the prospect of contact between white
women and black males (which would violate a long-held American taboo), and the
biases of the interviewers all made it harder for women to become volunteers than it
was for men. The fact that most of the volunteers were in their later college years was
partly a result of the parental permission requirement for those under twenty-one, and
in some cases where parental permission was not required, pressure from parents
•

caused applicants to decide against going to Mississippi.

19

Perhaps the single most significant characteristic o f the volunteers, however,
was pinpointed by Sally Belfrage in a description of her training group of 300
volunteers:

19 McAdam, 41-65, quotation on 44. On page 245 of John Dittmer’s Local
People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago, Illinois:
University of Illinois Press, 1994), Dittmer notes that African-American students
were not as interested in the Summer Project as they had been in the sit-ins and
freedom rides. Dave Dennis also wondered if perhaps the last thing northern AfricanAmerican students wanted to do was go south because the South was what they were
trying to get away from. Also, many of their parents knew what it was like to live in
the South and did not want their children to go there. Of course, the African
Americans who did become involved in the Summer Project played an especially
crucial part.
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They had more in common than not—on one level, three
hundred indestructible innocents, apostles of Dr. Pangloss,
ludicrous in their unfashionable idealism; on another,
complicated heroes who could acknowledge the world’s evil in
themselves, confront it, and speak the words that everyone else
20
was gagging on: “I am responsible.”
There was a poignancy in their youth and dedication. Prepared to leave their
comfortable backgrounds behind, and with their adult lives still stretching before
them, they chose to enter a dangerous battle for the sake of a belief in equality.
In the second half of June, two week-long training sessions sponsored by the
National Council of Churches were held in Oxford, Ohio, at the Western College for
Women, in an effort to prepare the volunteers for Mississippi. The first week was for
voter registration workers, the second for Freedom School teachers. There were
general assemblies, with speakers from the staff, from the broader civil rights
leadership, from the native Mississippian population, and with John Doar from the
Justice Department who warned the volunteers that the federal government would not
get involved on their behalf. There were section meetings, when twenty to thirty
people who would be doing the same type of work assembled to lay plans. And there
were work groups, when five to ten people who would be together in the same
location assembled to become familiar with each other and to learn the nuts and bolts
of the task ahead.

20 Belfrage, 4-5.
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Yet more happened in Oxford than organized meetings. The volunteers met
the SNCC staff, who had come straight from the war zone, bitter, tired, radicalized,
courageous, caring, and above all experienced. They made a permanent impression
on the volunteers. One woman wrote her parents, “You can always tell a CORE or
SNCC worker—they’re beautiful.” The volunteers began the process of trying to
identify themselves with the group of committed activists. The volunteers also
encountered the national media for the first time.21
The training periods also provided a chance to back out—Bruce Hanson,
representative of the National Council of Churches greeted three hundred volunteers:
“‘Any of you who don’t want to go to Mississippi can leave.’” Care was taken to
foster personal doubts in the volunteers, to ensure that all the volunteers who went to
Mississippi did so of their own free will.

22

Experienced staffers worked hard trying to

prepare volunteers mentally and practically for their ordeal; volunteers undertook
intensive self-analysis; staffers and volunteers talked, sang, and drew strength from
each other.

23

The orientations served to drive home exactly what the volunteers would face
in Mississippi. For example, instructions included lessons such as this one taught by
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a black staffer, who told a volunteer to demonstrate the recommended fetal position
while he pointed out:
Your legs, your thighs, your buttocks, your kidneys, your back
can take a kick or a billy club. So can your arms and your
hands. Your head can’t. Your neck can’t. Your groin can’t. .. .
When your companion is being beaten or stomped while lying
on the ground, you must protect him, or her. You do it by
shielding his head with your body. Your back can take it.24
And then . . . Mississippi. The volunteers found themselves leaving security
behind for a frightening unknown. One volunteer commented: “The rest of us [in the
car going to Mississippi] were behaving as warily as a band of illegally documented
25

refugees on the Orient Express approaching a forbidden Balkan border.”

On June

20-21, 250 voter registration workers from the first orientation session arrived in
Mississippi. The second session of 300 Freedom School teachers and community
center workers followed a week later. They staffed thirty-two major projects, with the
larger projects in relatively less dangerous areas; the largest had about fifty workers
and the smallest, two. The number of volunteers and projects grew over the summer.
Probably between 400 and 450 volunteers continued to arrive into August, receiving
when possible a weekend orientation in Jackson, and helping to replace workers who
left. Doug McAdam estimates that the average for the summer was probably around
600 volunteers at any given time. As for the number of projects, by late August,

24 Tracy Sugarman, Stranger at the Gates: A Summer in Mississippi, foreword
by Fannie Lou Hamer (New York: Hill and Wang, 1966), 29.
25 Belfrage, 29.
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twelve more projects, mostly outgrowths of the largest projects, had been added to the
original thirty-two.

26

If the numbers of volunteers and projects seem small to the

casual observer, it should be remembered that a few years earlier, there were only
three outsiders doing civil rights work in Mississippi: Bob Moses, John Hardy, and
Reggie Robinson. Moreover, the conditions in Mississippi made the size of the
Summer Project impressive, even incredible.

27

White Mississippi had prepared for the ‘“invasion”’ of the volunteers,
imposing severe punishments on handing out leaflets and picketing, almost doubling
the number of highway patrolmen, and deciding that municipal authorities could
restrict personal movement and share fire and police men and equipment.

28

The

mayor of Jackson even went so far as to procure a “‘tank,’ a blue armored car with
machine guns that could carry twelve policemen.” SNCC member Jane Stembridge

26 McAdam, 75-77.
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described the situation in a letter: “On the other side of the wall people are getting
ready too—their baby-blue riot helmets, their baby-blue tanks, their shotguns and
motorcycles are for real and their horrible hate and fear. So we’re over here on our
29

side of town and they’re over there on theirs and nobody can cross the line.”

Mississippi Governor Paul Johnson, appearing on a television special,
declared:
The hard core of this [Summer Project] group is your beatniktype people. Nonconformists, hair down to their shoulder
blades, some that you’d call weirdos.. .. They don’t realize
that they’re following a group of professional agitators, many
of them with criminal records, people who’ve been in trouble
all their lives—you can see it in their face. We’re not going to
tolerate any group from the outside of Mississippi or from the
inside of Mississippi to take the law in their own hands. We’re
going to see that the law is maintained, and maintained
Mississippi style.30
Clearly, many white citizens resented the idea of a group of kids crashing into the
state in their brash and youthful way to show up the faults of Mississippi society.
Inside Mississippi, the Summer Project was organized according to the five
congressional districts, with a project director for each district. 31 Planners intended
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to focus on five major activities. Volunteers labored on one, maybe two, of these
undertakings:
1) voter registration and organization of the new Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party; 2) the Freedom Schools; 3)
community centers; 4) the white community project; 5) Federal
programs research (to see how Negroes might obtain aid under
existing or potential government arrangements).
The political, educational, and community center activities were the most important to
the Summer Project. Because the federal government was not acting in Mississippi,
the project aimed to encourage African Americans to liberate themselves, with the aid
and encouragement of the volunteers.

32

The volunteers were to help the black people of Mississippi fight for the rights
of full United States citizenship. They went from house to house, talking with blacks,
encouraging them to try to register to vote despite the physical and economic hazards
involved, and often arranging to accompany them to the place of registration.
Volunteers became involved in the campaign to build the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party. They taught academic subjects and civil rights concepts in
Freedom Schools. They worked in community centers which tried to provide some of
the benefits of social institutions that were normally off limits for African Americans.
They examined the ways in which federal programs were being used and what
needed to be changed.33

32 Sutherland, 64-65.
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The volunteers lived “with Negro families or on Negro college campuses, but
always in a Negro community.” Adjustments had to be made to a different culture
and a different standard of living. One volunteer, a schoolteacher in her early thirties,
explained:
After a few days you throw out a lot of baggage, your habits
and expectations, from running water and inside plumbing to
brushing your teeth regularly; and you become “men against
the sea”--a small group rowing against odds that are sometimes
heavy. .. . You think of yourself as removed from a lot you
once took for granted; when I go past a bank or a restaurant
now, it’s like I’m looking into another world. . . . I guess, in a
nutshell, you become an outsider.34
The actual experience of a racist society heightened this alienation. For the purpose
of challenging racial inequalities, the diverse group of young volunteers had entered
an entirely new world.

When their children set off to become volunteers in the Mississippi Summer
Project, parents reacted in a variety of ways. From the very beginning, some parents
adamantly opposed their childrens’ participation. One father forced his son to leave
the project, writing to him that “‘if you think you’re going to liberate Mississippi, I’m
getting a posse and coming to liberate you.’”

SNCC member Cleveland Sellers tells

an interesting story about parental opposition. He and Stokely Carmichael had been

34 Sutherland, 39-63; Coles, 250-251.
35 Belfrage, 24.
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sent out as recruiters for the project in the Washington, D.C., and Maryland area.
They gathered together twenty volunteers and then talked fifteen into coming to live
with them in very cramped circumstances, which, along with serious discussions,
would help prepare the volunteers for Mississippi. Sellers wrote:
Everyone had parent problems. Although some objected more
than others, none of our parents were happy with our decision
to go to Mississippi. Upon hearing the news, most parents hit
the ceiling.
“Are you out of your mind? It’s too dangerous. Let
someone else do it,” was the typical parent response.
Two of the volunteers, Carol and Doris, were unusually worried about their
parents. Their worries were not unfounded. One evening not long before they left for
training in Oxford, Ohio, a large number of the volunteers at the house were sitting
with Carmichael and Sellers on the front porch. “Two well-dressed black ladies”
approached the porch and asked Sellers if he were Stokely Carmichael. “‘She wants
to know if I’m Stokely Carmichael,’ [Sellers] mimicked.”
The group was “all laughing goodnaturedly when the lady reached into her
purse and pulled out a spike-heeled shoe” and hit Sellers on the head. Carmichael
then came forward and introduced himself, and the ladies said they were there to take
their daughters Carol and Doris with them. As Carol and Doris moved to stand next to
Carmichael, Sellers “could tell they were embarrassed and apprehensive.” One of the
mothers told them to go get their things, to which Carol replied, ‘“ We’re not going
with you, Mother.’”
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A long argument followed. After a time, having made no headway, the
women informed a policeman that Carol and Doris were runaways. This strategy
failed, as the daughters were eighteen and therefore no longer juveniles under the law.
The women then told their daughters, “Tf you don’t come home with us tonight,
don’t come home at all. If you go to Mississippi with these people, you can consider
yourselves homeless!”’
Sellers recalled that that night was spent attempting to comfort the daughters,
who would not give in to their mothers but were nevertheless quite upset. Sellers
described their experience as one which the rest of the volunteers could all
understand:
Each of us knew exactly how they felt. Whether our parents
understood or not, we had made our decision. We were going
to Mississippi. . . to reclaim what Bob Moses had described as
“the stone that the builders rejected.”36
O f course, this account is one-sided, told from the perspective of a committed SNCC
member. However, it certainly indicates parental distress over their children’s
decision.
At the opposite end of the spectrum were the parents—probably a minority—
who strongly supported the project from the beginning. One young woman named

36 Cleveland Sellers with Robert Terrell, The River of No Return: The
Autobiography of a Black Militant and the Life and Death of SNCC (New York:
William Morrow & Company, 1973), 76-80.
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Barbara, who was in training when the news arrived of the three missing civil rights
workers, wrote her parents:
A lot of kids are trying to be real casual and cool and funny
about everything so they don’t worry their folks. This seems
silly to me—especially with you—because you’re in this with us
in the sense that unlike a lot of parents—you realize the
37
significance of this summer as much as I do.
Some parents did not hear about their child’s decision to go to Mississippi
until after that son or daughter had gone to the training:
Dear Dad,
June 24
By now you know that what I told you about my plans
for the summer was in part a deliberate lie. I’m sorry about
this. I thought it was a necessary evil at the time but now I wish
I had faced you and told you what I was up to.
The trip through the south was genuine . . .
Now the trip is over. I am at the orientation session for
the “Mississippi Summer Project” with the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee . . .
I am sure that you are convinced that I have fallen in
with agitators and a dangerous brand of screwballs. Well for
some time I feared the same thing myself. I have found the
facts to be otherwise .. . And there will be no mass
demonstrations, there will be no picketing and no sit-ins. We
are not even dreaming of total integration this summer and in
this decade . . .
I am, of course, living hand to mouth now. I expect that
you are so disgusted with this whole business that you will try
to starve me out. You may succeed. I receive no pay from
SNCC. If in fact, I have completely misjudged your reaction I
would be only too happy—ever grateful indeed—for support.

37 Sutherland, 27.
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I will write you once a week. I am sorry if this frightens
or saddens you.
Bill38
What was the parents’ perspective? It seems reasonable to assume that the
prospect of a child facing extreme danger in the company of other youths free from
parental guidance and authority would give many parents pause. However, this
assumption does not tell the whole story. Once again, Doug McAdam’s research, this
time into the applications for participation in the Summer Project, provides relevant
insights.
Despite the varied ideological backgrounds of the applicants, McAdam
explains, apparently most, though not all, of the applicants saw their parents as role
models or acknowledged their parents’ influence on the development of whatever
values had led them to apply. One woman even said that she anticipated her father’s
strong approval o f her applying, and she felt that this circumstance affected her
decision to apply. In the interviews McAdam conducted as part of his research, he
found many cases where the volunteers used the values taught them by their parents
in order to persuade their ambivalent parents to support their decision to apply. Of
course, parental values did not supply the only motivation for this decision. McAdam
outlines four applicant groups, of basically equal size, divided according to their
motives for applying. (Of course, not all applicants were accepted as volunteers.)

38 Ibid., 21-22.

Some applicants were education majors or teachers who were interested in the
possibility of teaching in Mississippi. Many applicants drew on their religious
beliefs: “For them the project represented an extension of the social gospel in action
or, reflecting the existential theology of the day, an opportunity to bear ‘personal
witness’ to the idea of Christian brotherhood.” Others applied to go to Mississippi for
more political reasons. Many of these applicants displayed a “conventional
patriotism ]” often influenced by the memory of John F. Kennedy. There were also
“conventional leftists and socialists,” although they “were no more dominant—and
perhaps less so—than the other three groups” of applicants. McAdam also notes,
however, that a large number of the volunteers who went to Mississippi possessed “a
relatively sophisticated and sometimes radical political view of the world. This was
especially true of the sizeable number of [‘red diaper babies’] whose parents had been
socialists or communists.” Overall, the applicants drew their motivation and
reasoning from diverse sources. Yet it is particularly noteworthy that, “regardless of
ideological stripe, the vast majority of applicants [for which McAdam had
information] credit[ed] their parents with being the models for their actions.”
McAdam concludes:
This, then, is one case in which the popular view of the Sixties
activist is not consistent with the evidence. Far from using
Freedom Summer as a vehicle for rebellion against parents, the
applicants simply seem to be acting in accord with values
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learned at home. This finding is consistent with most previous
research on the roots of student activism. 39
It is interesting to compare the stories of volunteers and their parents to stories
of black native Mississippians involved in the movement and their relations with their
parents. As with the families of the outside volunteers, many native Mississippi
African Americans were apprehensive about their children taking part in civil rights
activities. Anne Moody became involved in the civil rights movement while she was
studying at Tougaloo College near Jackson. In her gripping account, Coming of Age
in Mississippi, she repeatedly mentions the emotional letters she received from her
mother, describing how her entire family back home was endangered by her activities
and pleading with her to get out of Mississippi.40 She also describes an incident,
which happened while she was working in Canton, when teenagers were shot at, with
the result that they stopped their civil rights activities. Moody explains:
I knew that their parents were responsible for most of them not
coming back. From the beginning most of the parents had not
approved of their participation in the voter registration drive.
Several kids had told me that they came against their parents’
wishes, but they always refused to let me go home with them to
talk things over with the adults. They took too much pride in
the work they were doing with us to let me do that. I think they
knew as well as I that it was for themselves and themselves
alone that they were working—because within a few years they
would be the ones who would have to deal with the whites.

'IQ

McAdam, 47, 48, 49, 131, quotations on 48, 49, 131.

40 For some examples, see Anne Moody, Coming of Age in Mississippi (New
York: The Dial Press, 1968), 233-234, 263.
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Moody tried visiting the parents, to no avail. She and her co-workers had had forty to
fifty teenagers coming to work with them every day, so the loss meant that the voter
registration drive came to a standstill. Later, Moody realized she could use her
birthday cake and ice cream to give a party for the high-school students, a party which
brought the teenagers back into the movement. (Their reappearance may also be at
least partly attributed to the fact that the principal of their school prohibited
attendance.)41 In Moody’s early movement experience, parents were usually opposed
to their children’s involvement in the civil rights struggle.
Victoria J. Gray (now Victoria J. Adams) of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, was in
her mid-thirties in the early sixties, a wife and mother, and a leading black activist in
the Mississippi movement42 She later reflected on the participation of different
generations in that movement. Every generation was in some way represented, “but
more were involved in a supportive stance, rather than actively participating . . . They
weren’t visibly involved, but they were involved.” Of her own participation, she
recalled, “I was that different person who was a working mother and there were, you
could count the people in my age group, maybe, on two hands, that participated.”
Here she referred to her age group across Mississippi, not just in Hattiesburg. She

41 Ibid., 261, 263, 289, quotation on 263.
42 Gray’s age is mentioned in Dittmer, 183, and Claybome Carson, ed., The
Student Voice. 1960-1965: Periodical of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee, compiled by the staff of the Martin Luther King, Jr., Papers Project
(Westport, Conn.: Meckler, 1990), 140, 196.
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explained that they had families to care for and needed to keep their jobs. And when
people tried to register, the registrar often contacted their bosses, “and [she snapped
her fingers] you know that was instant dismissal.” She concluded: “So it takes an
awful lot of courage and a little bit of craziness to become involved in something that
you know can wipe you right out [ ...] And so there were very few people in my age
group involved in the movement at that time.”43
According to Adams, of the native Mississippians who were active in the
movement, almost all fell into two age categories, the young and the old, meaning
“school age” and “retired age.”44 Adams and her husband were the only adults in her
family who were actively involved in the movement, though they received support
from the other family members. Her own children were also active, marching in
picket lines and helping civil rights volunteers in their community. She recounted her
conversation with a woman she had known all her life whose son wanted to march in
a picket line despite his mother’s opposition. He had asked “Miss Victoria” to talk to

43 Interview with Victoria Jackson Gray Adams by Kimberly Simons, January 24,
1994, Williamsburg, Virginia.
44 John Dittmer writes, “As had the movement in the Delta, the Hattiesburg
movement drew its greatest support from older people and youngsters. Victoria Gray,
who was in her mid-thirties, was a notable exception. Among the adults, black
business and professional people were more likely to support the movement
clandestinely with cash donations, as would the small number of black men holding
down factory jobs. Most teachers and ministers shunned the movement in its early
stages” (pages 182-183).
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his mother. The conversation, as Adams recalled it, revealed Adams’ unusual line of
reasoning as a parent of activist children:
You aren’t going to do what your child wants to do. It’s a very
noble thing that he wants to do and yes it’s a very dangerous
thing but my daughter’s gonna be out there too, so let me make
sure you understand that up front. . . . And I don’t want her out
there either. . . . But she’s going, and I’m not going to tell her
she can’t . . . Now would you rather have your son go with
your blessings, or would you rather have him go against your
word, against your will? Because you see, right now what he
wants to do is a very positive thing, but if he breaks it this time,
it won’t be so hard the next time. It might be for a very
different reason. . . . So I would suggest to you that you let
your son go . . . with your blessings. Don’t put him in a
position of having to choose.
Months later, Adams met up with the mother, who told her about seeing her son on
the picket line: “‘And I stood there and looked at him,’ she said, ‘and I was so proud
of him, I didn’t know what to do.’ [Her son saw her and he] ‘waved at me and threw
me a kiss.’ She said, ‘And I just wanted to bust, I was so proud . . . . And I really
appreciate your com ing.. . .’”45
Although many parents, according to Adams, conceded their children’s right
to decide for themselves about movement work, Adams doubted that there were
parents who actually encouraged their children to participate.46 In this sense, parents
both in and out of Mississippi appear to have reacted alike. Yet there were
differences. The African-American parents of Mississippi knew that they would

45 Adams interview.
46 Ibid.
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experience the results of their children’s activities at close range, and they knew the
danger at the gut level of repeated experience. Mississippi parents knew that their
entire family’s lives and livelihoods were put at risk by their children’s participation,
and most lived in debt and extreme poverty, barely existing even without doing
anything to incur the wrath of powerful white people. And they knew that they could
not leave the dangers behind at the end of the summer. The long-term reverberations
o f activism would be theirs to confront. Moreover, many Mississippi children who
participated in the movement were considerably younger than the white volunteers.
Thus the situation of Mississippi’s African-American parents was in many ways more
difficult than that of the parents of the volunteers from outside.
There were further dimensions to the generational situation of Mississippi’s
black population. Oppression and poverty had caused many of their young adults to
leave home, bound either for southern cities or the North. Michael Thelwell, a SNCC
worker in the Delta, where the generation gap was particularly noticeable, noted that
“you see it [the generation gap] in any kind of meeting, in the churches—any
gathering of Negroes in Mississippi consists of teenagers and older people.’”47
John Dittmer, historian of the Mississippi movement, explains how SNCC
related to the different generations. Across Mississippi, African Americans in their
fifties, sixties, and seventies provided SNCC workers with a gateway into their

47 Dittmer, 125.
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communities. In the Delta, for example, Amzie Moore not only sheltered and fed
SNCC workers but also introduced them to local figures whom the community
respected and who told their neighbors that the young strangers genuinely desired to
help out. In general, these older people, although often connected to the NAACP,
were not the elite ministers and professionals. The African-American elites generally
were too cautious to become involved at first; “it was the small, independent farmers,
along with a few struggling entrepreneurs, who risked their livelihoods and lives to
legitimize the movement in their communities.” Once SNCC had thus found a
foothold, the young people became actively involved, and their fervor powered the
movement as it began to roll forward in the community.

48

As a matter of fact, SNCC actively courted the Delta’s rural poor, a new
approach after the post-war voter registration drives mostly controlled by the NAACP
and focused on the cities. No one had actively asserted the right of uneducated
sharecroppers to vote since Reconstruction. But SNCC workers, “donning overalls
and work shirts,. .. sneaked onto the vast plantations to talk with people who had
never thought about voting in an election.” Fannie Lou Hamer, the best-known of the
local black leaders in the Mississippi movement, explained the situation:
Nobody never come out into the country and talked to real
farmers .. . because this is the next thing this country has done:
it divided us into classes, and if you hadn’t arrived at a certain
level, you wasn’t treated no better by blacks than you was by
the whites. And it was these kids what broke a lot of this
48 Ibid., 126.
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down. They treated us like we were special and we loved ‘em.
. . . We didn’t feel uneasy about our language might not be
right or something. We just felt like we could talk to ‘em. We
trusted ‘em.49
Thus SNCC workers found support among older African Americans who had nothing
to lose but their basic chance of physical survival and whose willingness to participate
showed enormous courage. Thus the young adults of COFO found overt support and
involvement among some of the old and the very young in Mississippi, and covert
support from some of those between, often as a result of the involvement of the old
and young.
*

*

*

*

*

Meanwhile, the rest of adult America received a mixed portrayal of events in
Mississippi. The Summer Project was covered by reporters from the nation’s major
news outlets. One wonders how the parents of the volunteers from outside
Mississippi reacted to the media coverage. It seems likely that at times the media
reports conflicted with the viewpoints expressed in their childrens’ letters. Looking
back, reporter Paul Good wrote for the New York Times Magazine in 1967:
The press was beginning to prove itself an undependable
chronicler in depths beyond the episodic. With few exceptions,
it observed with fascinated repulsion the surface aspects of
volunteers’ beards or black boy-white girl pairing instead of
digging deep into the social and economic cul-de-sac into
which America’s history had forced black men throughout the
country. Adult newsmen—attitudes slightly corpulent and
bedeviled by their mature anxieties over careers, sex and

49 Ibid., 125, quotations on 125 and 125-126.
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money—were suspicious of and, in turn, scorned by volunteers
going their lean, instinctual way, indulging their sexual vigor,
making progress and mistakes with the same reckless abandon,
with nothing much at stake. Except possibly their lives.50
Good later wrote that accusations against the volunteers as interracial lovers and
Communists started in the South and moved North. Moreover, some members of the
press added that the volunteers “were beatniks; they did not bathe or cut their hair;
they were arrogant and contemptuous of established values, and they caused unrest,
instead of truly advancing the cause of civil rights.” There was partial truth in some
of these descriptions. (For one example, Good stated, “From what I saw in various
Freedom Houses where I stayed, a good deal of lovemaking was performed under
ideal conditions—no parents . . . to interfere with graphic proofs that interracial
equality was a reality.”) The result was that the “elements of truth . . . in most of
these charges disturbed even some independent minds. An American trait demands
unblemished heroes.”51
There was another factor involved in the fear of interracial lovemaking,
namely the long-entrenched American phobia concerning intimacy between black

50 Paul Good, “Odyssey of a Man—and a Movement,” in the New York Times
Magazine. June 25, 1967, reprinted in Black Protest in the Sixties, ed. August Meier
and Elliott Rudwick (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1970), 260.
51 Good, Trouble I’ve Seen. 130-131. On the other hand, consider Belfrage, 24,
describing one group who trained together: “On the last day [before leaving Oxford,
Ohio for Mississippi], the Oxford barbershop had lines three deep for every chair, and
the beards and ‘hair down to the shoulder blades’ vanished. The students gleamed as
though they had been polished.”
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men and white women. This phobia, which had started in the last century, constituted
an unquestioned social dogma which was often invoked without cause. White males
tolerated no threat to their power. One of the main arguments, springing from Social
Darwinism, was that miscegenation would cause the collapse of the Anglo-Saxon race
and its civilization. Almost all the many existing cases of miscegenation, however,
were the result of the advances of white men to black women. The mortal risk for
black men of the slightest contact between themselves and white women resulted in
their rigid avoidance of such contact. Sally Belfrage, a summer volunteer, spent the
whole summer living with an African-American family. The son, following his
mother’s survival training, never once looked at her. This was the usual practice of
many southern black males.
The long-standing taboo against interracial contact affected the Summer
Project in several ways. The entire idea of the project raised this fear in many minds
and caused many assumptions to be made about the activities of the project workers
by people who probably had no supporting evidence. Undoubtedly, a great deal of
the interracial lovemaking that occurred was a reaction in some way to the muchmagnified taboo. Of course, as at most times, lovemaking, if not interracial
lovemaking, could have been found among the younger population across America.
And of course, while everyone was busy discussing the possibility of interracial
lovemaking during the Summer Project, no one mentioned the long history of
interracial sexual contact initiated by white men with total disregard for the feelings

74
or beliefs of black women and of the black men whom the whites were always ready
to accuse o f violating their own women.

52

This type of press coverage and speculation was intensely frustrating for
movement supporters. For them, the character of the civil rights workers was not the
issue. The issue was the treatment of African Americans in Mississippi. If any
morality was called into question, it should have been the morality of the white
majority. Discussing the morality of the civil rights workers provided a convenient
means of distracting attention from the true issue. Part of the problem was a matter of
perspective. Paul Good believed that “the accusations say more incisive things about
America than they do about the volunteers.”53 As “G eoff’ wrote in a letter reacting
against the attitudes of the news reporters, “The purpose of this summer’s program is
to spotlight oppressed Mississippi; if northern college students dominate the spotlight,
the project will, in large measure, have failed.”54
There was a grim reality in America which many Americans either did not
understand or avoided. Most of the volunteers probably had no concrete sense of this

52 This discussion of race and sex was drawn from Stephen J. Whitfield, A Death
in the Delta: The Story of Emmett Till (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1988/1991), 1-12; Good, Trouble I’ve Seen. 50-52, 130-132, 146, 197, 201;
Belfrage, 42, 45, 46, 117; McAdam, 93-96. On lovemaking between white male
volunteers and black female volunteers/Mississippians, see Good, ibid., 131-132.
53 Good, ibid., 130.
54 Sutherland, 18.
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reality until they had spent time in Mississippi. One small comment in a volunteer’s
letter dated July 16 from Tchula, Mississippi, summed up this reality:
Yesterday while the Mississippi River was being dragged
looking for the three missing civil rights workers, two bodies
of Negroes were found-one cut in half and one without a head.
Mississippi is the only state where you can drag a river any
time and find bodies you were not expecting. Things are really
much better for rabbits—there’s a closed season on rabbits.55
A June 1964 opinion poll of Americans taken nationwide revealed that “65%
opposed the Mississippi Summer Project.” Respondents offered a variety of reasons
for this opposition: the volunteers should leave Mississippi to take care of its own
problems—or let the federal government step in—and concentrate instead on the
problems in their own areas. The volunteers were running after publicity or were just
“being used to foster violence and thus force federal intervention.” They were “wild
eyed radicals . . . naive idealists . . . beatniks . . . misfits.” Yet some people saw those
same volunteers as “the cream of our youth. The hope of this nation.”56
The impressions that parents of the volunteers received may have been
unbalanced, but we do not know how they perceived the media coverage of the
project. It is important to remember that they had another, inside source of
information, namely their children. Elizabeth Sutherland’s collection of Letters from
Mississippi abounds in examples of intense communication of volunteers with their

55 Ibid., 188.
56 Ibid., 1-2. See Forman, 373, on the question of forcing direct federal
intervention in Mississippi.
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parents. For example, one volunteer, “Bonnie,” wrote to explain her reasons for
participating in Freedom Summer. After trying to persuade her parents that she could
“both love you very much and desire to go to Mississippi,” she continued:
I hope you will accept my decision even if you do not agree
with me. There comes a time when you have to do things
which your parents do not agree w ith .. . . Convictions are
worthless in themselves. In fact, if they don’t become actions,
they are worse than worthless—they become a force of evil in
themselves. You can’t run away from a broadened awareness
. . . If you try, it follows you in your conscience, or you
become a self-deceiving person who has numbed some of his
humanness. I think you have to live to the fullest extent to
which you have gained an awareness or you are less than the
human being you are capable of being . .. This doesn’t apply
just to civil rights or social consciousness but to all the
57
experiences of life . ..
Perhaps in some cases the young, not yet settled and still full of the urgency of
life, responded more readily to the urgency of the civil rights activism. Paul Good
has concluded that “the volunteers had to be young. Only youth could take the
absolute chances Mississippi demanded without absolute guarantees or assurances.”
Good claimed that real communication with the black youth of Mississippi who were
already centrally involved in the movement in their state, communication successfully
advocating “ideas that often set their parents trembling,” could only have been
achieved by other young people. Good saw in the young volunteers a capacity to

57 Sutherland, 22-23.
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understand the experience of rejection that allowed them to communicate effectively
with the young Mississippians as adults could not have done:
The devastating rejection of race prejudice can be felt more
keenly by young people who are dogged by rejection of their
precious persons or sensibilities in a world they never made.
They understand better what it is to feel bereft than adults who
have found some emotional sanctuary or whose wounds are
scarred over.58
Yet to argue that the volunteers, due to youthful experiences of rejection, were able to
understand the perspective of the young Mississippians is certainly stretching the
point. The youth and relative openness of the volunteers may have aided their efforts
to communicate with black Mississippians. Yet tensions within the project showed
that many whites could not truly comprehend a lifetime of experience of Mississippi
racism.
Moreover, Freedom Summer was not exclusively a youth movement; a
number of adults from within and outside the state also participated in or supported
the Summer Project. Doctors, lawyers and ministers came to Mississippi to volunteer
their services.59 For example, Spelman history professor Staughton Lynd was

58 Good, Trouble I’ve Seen. 135-136.
59 Belfrage, 10-11, 97-100; Forman, 380-381. According to Belfrage, some of
these adults were more difficult to deal with than they were helpful. Some did
provide effective and much-needed help. Yet on page 100, Belfrage describes
minister David Hall of Connecticut as “the only adult adviser, religious, legal, or
medical, who didn’t immediately, compulsively instruct COFO workers in what they
were doing wrong, or get in their way as though they were irrelevant.” (Of course,
Belfrage could only speak for the adult advisers with whom she had contact.)
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appointed Freedom School program director. A second example is found in Doctors
Joseph H. Brenner of M.I.T. and Robert Coles of Harvard, who worked with
volunteers during the Ohio training sessions. They sent a letter to Mississippi
physicians and county medical societies asking that disagreeing viewpoints
concerning the civil rights movement not be allowed to interfere with any necessary
medical care for volunteers. Sally Belfrage writes of her experiences in Mississippi
with volunteers from the Medical Committee for Human Rights, which was originally
established to help COFO. In her area, after a few ineffective volunteer doctors, a
new medical team arrived in the middle of the summer and set to work under the
direction of psychologist Martin Gittelman and physician June Finer. They
effectively provided a variety of services to volunteers, SNCC veterans, and local
Mississippians. The adults who volunteered their help were not exempt from danger.
Belfrage writes of an Iowa minister who took a volunteer to a Mississippi doctor for
foot treatment and was “knocked . . . unconscious” by a group of men called into
the office by the doctor. (The volunteer was “kicked and trampled.”)60
There were also some unusually supportive parents, such as William Kunstler,
a lawyer with COFO whose daughter Kathy was one of the volunteers.61 Many of the
volunteers’ letters to their parents in Elizabeth Sutherland’s collection appear to be

60 McAdam, 83; Belfrage, 97-98, 99.
61 Sellers, 102.
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honest and open, implying at least a certain degree of communication between child
and parent. One volunteer wrote to his family describing being beaten, diving into a
lake, being shot at as he crossed the lake, being beaten again on the other side,
running and somehow avoiding bullets, and finally making it to the COFO office. In
the end, he was taken to the hospital. “That’s all for now, take care, don’t worry,
Love, Dave.”

£%D

Whatever Dave’s motives in writing this forthright letter home, it at

least tells his parents the truth about his situation. The letter of another volunteer to
her brother shows a greater understanding of the worries of her parents:
Jon, please be considerate to Mom and Dad. The fear I just
expressed, I am sure they feel much more intensely without the
relief of being here to know exactly how things are. Please
don’t go defending me or attacking them if they are critical of
the Project.63
A number of the parents rallied together to support their children. The New
York Times reported on June 20, 1964, that “parents of Mississippi-bound college
students are forming an organization to press for Federal protection of civil rights
workers this summer.”64 As a matter of fact, there were several organized and active
parent groups. The parents were highly educated, middle and upper middle class
people, political liberals for the most part (with a few radicals). And they had

62 Sutherland, 143-144.
63 Sutherland, 151; see also 24.
64 Claude Sitton, “U.S. Official Warns Mississippi-Bound Students,” The New
York Times. June 20, 1964, 12.
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connections in high places. They were unusual in their ability to arrange contacts
with the media, the education community, and the government. For example, a group
in California, when debating whether it would be useful to meet with the governor,
decided that one of their number who was a friend of the governor should phone him
and ask his opinion. Among the parents themselves were California Democratic
Congressman Don Edwards and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. The parents made use of their
formidable connections to push their children’s cause in the media, to lobby in
Washington, to raise money, and to spread the message. Just after the three civil
rights workers disappeared at the beginning of the summer, COFO sent a memo to all
parents of volunteers requesting that they put pressure on the President and Attorney
General to provide federal protection for Mississippi civil rights workers in order to
prevent violence, instead of waiting until afterward. COFO also requested parents to
pass on the memo’s information to their local media, to contact their state and federal
representatives, and to organize others to do so, too. There were memos from SNCC
as well.65 Moreover, there were volunteers who asked their parents and people back
home to lobby for government action to deter violence against workers and African
Americans in Mississippi.

66

According to Doug McAdam, even parents who had not

65 McAdam, 157-159; liberal (and radical) political leanings of parents mentioned
on 12. The number of parent groups is undetermined.
66 Sutherland, 8, 224-225.
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originally agreed with the idea of their children’s participation in the project became
involved in supportive activities.

67

President Johnson was not particularly responsive to pressure from those
connected with the Summer Project. In June, COFO representatives and a group of
parents of volunteers both requested meetings with the President and were refused. A
group of volunteers wrote asking the President to speak out in support of their
undertaking. Andrew Goodman was one of the signatories. The White House mailed
a form letter almost two months later saying that the federal government was doing
everything it could, including searching for the three missing workers.

68

The parents began the summer pushing for federal intervention in Mississippi,
but as the days passed they focused more on raising money for and informing
America about their children’s cause. Not surprisingly, the parents’ involvement
changed them. One volunteer described an example of this change to McAdam: “T
think it [Freedom Summer] opened their eyes a lot too. They had always been . . .
“good liberals” . . . but very cautious.. . . [But] they got really into it that summer,
writing letters; the whole bit. . . . My mother still refers to that summer as her political
“coming out” party.’” The parents used their contacts to help their children and to put
forth an ever more liberal perspective on the movement and activism in general.

67 McAdam, 160.
68 Dittmer, 239-240.
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Their activities then fortified their new perspectives. The volunteers and their parents
marked the beginning of a change in America’s views of activism. Parents who had
disliked the idea of their children participating in the Summer Project now publicly
supported it. The young volunteers had disregarded McCarthyite predictions of
Communist penetration which had greeted their efforts. Their activism had not
provoked bloodbaths. The volunteers even became “hero[es]” to some people.69
Thus the volunteers often drew their parents into the fringes of the struggle.
Each group touched by the project—older adults within Mississippi, older
adults outside of Mississippi, young but experienced activists, and new volunteers—
brought to Freedom Summer very different backgrounds and mindsets. Experiencing
the Summer Project and the events which followed gave each group new
perspectives. Sometimes these new perspectives were a pleasant surprise, and
sometimes they were discouraging.
Mississippi in 1964 became a meeting ground for children of privilege with
children of oppression. There was no similar meeting ground for most of their
parents. Most parents outside of Mississippi probably were not at the same easily
mobile stage in their lives as their children were. All of the parents in Mississippi,
whether openly involved in the movement or not, lived with the knowledge of the
direct and sometimes fatal consequences of such involvement to their families and

69 McAdam, 157-160, quotation on 157.
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friends. Given the all-consuming commitment which an undertaking like Freedom
Summer required, we might perhaps expect that only the young would leave their
former lives behind to live and work together under the harsh conditions of
Mississippi society. Yet there were also older adults who were openly or covertly
involved in the Summer Project. Perhaps those generational conflicts which occurred
grew out of a deeper question involving the capability and willingness to leave all
vestiges of security behind and commit everything to the struggle for civil rights.
Perhaps, as often happens, the real struggle was against an older generation of ideas,
attitudes, and systems that was often but by no means always connected (consciously
or not) with an older generation of people.

CHAPTER III

FREEDOM SUMMER AND BEYOND

“In the Mississippi River, Ooo,
Well you can count them a one by one,
It could be your son,
Count them a two by two,
It could be me and you ..
--Freedom Song1

“The southern civil rights movement is a story of sacrifice and courage, not just by a
few leaders whose names we know, but by thousands of southern blacks who saw
2
reasons for hope, and risked everything.”
*

The Mississippi Summer Project began and ended with nationally-publicized
events: the disappearance of three civil rights workers in June and the Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party challenge at the Democratic national convention in
August. The June disappearance started the summer on a grim note. The Summer
Project had only been in operation for ten days, and the second group of volunteers

1 “Oh Freedom Over Me,” with host Julian Bond, National Public Radio (NPR), 89.5
FM in Norfolk, Virginia, June 22, 1994.
2

Julian Bond, ibid.
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was just arriving for training in Oxford, Ohio, replacing the group which had already
left for Mississippi.3
The story of the missing young civil rights workers became a symbol of the
evils against which the Mississippi Summer Project struggled. Mickey Schwemer
(from New York state) had already been working in the Meridian Community Center
with his wife Rita since early 1964. James Chaney, a black Mississippian, had also
been working at the community center. Andrew Goodman of New York City was a
newly-arrived summer volunteer. What happened to these three men on June 21,
1964, graphically demonstrates the extent of the hatred that civil rights workers faced
in Mississippi.
On June 21, Schwemer, Chaney, and Goodman went to investigate a site in
Neshoba County where an African-American church had been burned to the ground
by the Klan. They visited some church members in their homes, including one older
man who had been beaten nearly to death as he left the church earlier on the same
evening as the fire. They then began the return trip to Meridian, having promised to
be back by four o’clock. If they did not return on time, their co-workers in Meridian
would set in motion their limited system of searching for missing workers.
Unfortunately, the three men passed a county deputy sheriff, who recognized their car

3 Doug McAdam, Freedom Summer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 4,
69.
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as one registered to the civil rights workers. They were pulled over at the edge of
Philadelphia and arrested.
The man who arrested them, Deputy Sheriff Cecil Price, thought he was about
to catch a different civil rights worker (George Raymond of CORE, an activist wellknown in Mississippi), but when he walked up to the car, he discovered that he had
captured a much better trophy. There was “Goatee,” as the local Ku Klux Klan
referred to Mickey Schwemer owing to his beard, which was “cultivated” and thus
apparently “European, alien, Bolshevik,” and offensive. The Klan, of which Price
was a member, had for some time been planning to kill this northern Jewish man who
had had the audacity to come into their area and openly engage in civil rights
activities.
The three young men spent the afternoon and early evening in segregated cells
in the Neshoba County jail, waiting for something to happen. Meanwhile, their
Meridian co-workers had begun telephoning jails in the general area of the bumed-out
church. They telephoned the Neshoba County jail but were told that no young men by
the names requested were present. They continued their calls, but to no avail. They
also contacted members of the FBI and Justice Department, but that proved useless
as well. At one point, an FBI agent told them, “‘Keep me informed of what
happens.’” This response was typical of the FBI’s attitude toward civil rights work in
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Mississippi.4 Rita Schwemer, Mickey’s wife, was in Oxford for the volunteer
training sessions when she was awakened during the night to receive the news of his
disappearance. The next day, she urged the volunteers to wire their senators and
congressmen straight away, insisting on a federal response, and to wire their parents
asking them to do the same.
While Schwemer, Chaney, and Goodman sat in jail on the afternoon and
evening of June 21, Klan members were busy getting organized, so that they were
ready to go into action by the time the three workers were released from jail. After
dark, the freed civil rights workers were allowed to drive to within minutes of the
county line before their Klan and police pursuers caught up and Deputy Price signaled
to them to pull over. They were then transferred to Price’s car, driven to a deserted
back road with a Klan escort, hauled from the car, and shot at point-blank range.
Chaney was shot last, by a different man who came running down the road from his
car shouting to save one of the killings for him. After he and the first murderer had
both shot Chaney,5 this man remarked, ‘“ Well, you didn’t leave me nothing but a
nigger, but at least I killed me a nigger.’” To hide the evidence, the bodies were then

4 For other examples of the FBI’s negligent behavior, see Howell Raines, My Soul is
Rested: Movement Days in the Deep South Remembered (New York: G.P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1977), 230-231,244.
5 John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (Urbana
and Chicago, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 283, says that Schwemer and
Goodman had been shot once and Chaney had received three shots, two in the head and
one in the chest, according to the autopsies.
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taken to a construction site where a dam was being built and buried with the help of a
bulldozer in what was to become the earthen foundation of the dam. Although two
Klansmen testified later that the three victims were dead before they were taken to the
dam site, when the FBI found the bodies at the end of the summer, Goodman’s hand
was grasping a piece of dirt from the dam so hard that it had to be wrested from his
fingers. A Mississippi coroner performed an autopsy, but COFO decided to obtain a
second opinion and set up a visit by a pathologist from New York, Dr. David Spain.
He did not examine Schwemer or Goodman’s bodies, but his examination of James
Chaney’s remains infuriated him. In simplified terms, he stated:
The jaw was shattered, the left shoulder and upper arm were
reduced to a pulp; the right forearm was broken completely
across at several points, and the skull bones were broken and
pushed in toward the brain.
Under the circumstances,. . . these injuries could only
be the result of an extremely severe beating with either a blunt
instrument or chain. The other fractures of the skull and ribs
were the result of bullet wounds. It is impossible to determine
whether the deceased died from the beating before the bullet
wounds were inflicted.
In my extensive experience of twenty-five years as a
pathologist and as a medical examiner, I have never witnessed
bones so severely shattered, except in tremendously high-speed
accidents such as airplane crashes.
The trial did not uncover any evidence of beating. The FBI and Justice Department
decided to accept the Klan version and concluded that the bulldozer broke Chaney’s
bones.6

6 This account of the background, the murders, and the investigation comes from
Seth Cagin and Philip Dray, We are not Afraid: The Storv of Goodman. Schwemer. and
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The disappearance o f Chaney, Schwemer, and Goodman did not pass
unnoticed by the new volunteers. Bob Moses recalls being at a volunteer training
session when the news came, first that the three men had been arrested and then that
they had been released from jail:
If, in fact, anyone is arrested and then taken out of the jail, then
the chances that they are alive were just almost zero. We had
to confront the students with that before they went down,
because now the ball game had changed. We talked to them
about the fact that as far as we could see, all three o f them were
dead. And that they had to make the decision now as to
whether they really wanted to carry through on this and go
down. We sang a couple of songs, and for a while I was
worried because no one was leaving. But finally a few of them
did leave, so I did think that the message had gotten through.
You couldn’t think that all of those who came to that
orientation session were prepared to face the actual murder of
their fellow students.
The rest of the students decided to stay and face Mississippi.

Despite the dire warning provided by the disappearance of the three civil
rights workers, the Summer Project proceeded. The central activities of the project

Chaney and the Civil Rights Campaign for Mississippi (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1988). The quotations describing Schwemer’s beard are on page
27. The quotation o f the FBI agent’s response is on page 42. The quotation of the
remark of one of murderers of Chaney is on page 295. The quotation of Spain’s
assessment is on 406-407. (Also, the detail about the piece of dirt in Goodman’s hand
is discussed on page 299.)
7 Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer with Sarah Flynn, Voices of Freedom : An Oral
History of the Civil Rights Movement From the 1950s Through the 1980s (New York:
Bantam Books, 1990), 188, quotation on 190.
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involved freedom schools, community centers, and voter registration combined with
work for the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. Of the forty-four project sites in
Mississippi, twenty-three had community centers, thirty had freedom schools, and
forty-two had voter registration drives. Most of the volunteers worked either in the
*

freedom schools or in voter registration.

8

The freedom schools were set up to combat the effects on black children of the
highly unequal Mississippi educational system. Both the quality and quantity of
education for black students were distinctly inferior to the schooling available to
white students. But that was not all. As SNCC’s periodical The Student Voice
commented, “The Mississippi educational system is geared to teach the Mississippi
Way of Life: Dissent is heresy. Ignorance is safer than inquiry. Fear pervades the
academic atmosphere.” The closed society James Silver described was perpetuated in
the educational system. The discrepancy between spending on white students and
spending on black students was enormous. There is a connection between this fact
and the fact that passing the voter registration tests required a level of education
which many black people did not possess. After pointing out all of these reasons why
freedom schools were needed, an article in The Student Voice continued to explain:
The Freedom Schools are a war against this academic poverty.
It is not just the courses provided, but the fact that the schools
are a focal point for personal expression against the oppression,
on the one hand, and for personal growth and creativity, on the
g

Letters from Mississippi, ed. Elizabeth Sutherland (New York: McGraw-Hill Book
Company, 1965), 64; McAdam, 77.
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other. The regular Mississippi schools are fundamentally
opposed to this approach.
Mrs. Reese [a black teacher from Detroit and a
Hattiesburg Freedom Schools administrator] says, “The
Freedom Schools mean an exposure to a totally new field of
learning new attitudes about people, new attitudes about self,
and about the right to be dissatisfied with the status quo. The
children have had no conception that Mississippi is a part of the
United States; their view of American history is history with no
Negroes in it. It’s like making a cake with no butter.”9
Most of the freedom schools taught some sort of “‘leadership development’”
through classes on the movement, on African-American history, and on current
events. They also offered classes on basic academic skills and on a number of more
specialized subjects. There were even student newspapers and one group of students
who wrote and produced a play. The staffers in charge of the schools had expected
more or less 1,000 high school students, but found themselves with two-and-a-half to
three-and-a-half times that number (estimates vary), preschool to adult, in almost fifty
schools (nearly twice as many schools as originally expected).10 (There were also
adult classes in the evening, which taught literacy, health, and typing.) The need for
the schools was very great. One of the volunteers tried to convey the incredibly poor

9 Claybome Carson, ed., The Student Voice. 1960-1965: Periodical of the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, compiled by the staff of the Martin Luther King,
Jr., Papers Project (Westport, Conn.: Meckler, 1990), 180-181, 190, quotations on 180,
181.
10 McAdam, 84-85; Dittmer, 259. McAdam and Dittmer disagree on some of the
specific numbers.
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quality of the so-called education typically provided for Mississippi’s AfricanAmerican children:
Yesterday I decided to find out just how much they, (mostly
6th & 7th graders), knew about our federal government. When
I got discouraged by the blank looks on their faces, I asked,
“What is the capital of the United States?” “Jackson?” . . .
“How many states are there in the U.S.?” “? ? . . . 82?” (82
counties in Miss.) Is this symbolic?11
Another volunteer described a group of students who, despite the handicap of
their inadequate educational backgrounds, displayed a kind of “understanding” that
was an education for their teacher:
One thing that I’ve found here is that the students are on a
much higher level than I had been led to expect. A lot of books
which I wouldn’t think of bringing because they would be “on
too high a level” or “too intellectual” are being used very
successfully. If reading levels are not always the highest, the
“philosophical” understanding is almost alarming: some of the
things that our 11 and 12 year olds will come out with would
never be expected from someone of that age in the North. 12
A number of the volunteer teachers were radicalized by the classes they taught and by
talking to other teachers, and some even changed their career plans in order to go on
to become teachers after the summer. There were problems with the schools
involving a lack of structure and “‘academic discipline,”’ “absenteeism, staff
dissension, and teacher ‘burn-out.’” Yet the rewards of the experience outweighed
these drawbacks. The fact that so many students attended the schools with real

11 Sutherland, 95, quotation on 93.
12 Ibid., 98.
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eagerness in spite of the enormous risks involved says much for the freedom school
program.13 Mississippi blacks responded so enthusiastically that the freedom schools
grew far beyond the original expectations, and this happened despite white opposition
which even included the destruction by bombing of a church being used as
McComb’s freedom school. (The next morning, class was held on the lawn.)14
There were larger ramifications as well. Charlie Cobb, who had suggested the
idea of freedom schools in the first place, had described what he saw as the most
important purpose: to ‘“ form the basis for statewide student action . . . to be assured
of having a working force that remains in the state high schools putting to use what it
has learned.’” The freedom schools put out newspapers containing articles on
working, educational, and political conditions in their communities. One freedom
school wrote a declaration of independence from Mississippi’s unconstitutional laws.
The schools sent representatives to a state convention where a variety of resolutions
were drawn up, covering topics from a call for enforcement of the 1964 Civil Rights
Act to the need to put economic pressure on South Africa. Students from the freedom
schools were the heart of the Mississippi Student Union, sponsored by SNCC, which
carried on in the autumn with school boycotts. As historian John Dittmer writes,

13 McAdam, 84, 85, 86.
14 Dittmer, 259.
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“The freedom schools opened new worlds to several thousand black youngsters,
enhancing their self-esteem and raising their expectations.”15
Yet important as the freedom schools and community centers were, it was
voter registration work that had brought about the Summer Project, and it was voter
registration work that led to the culmination of the summer in Atlantic City.16
Several volunteers related their experiences with registration work:
We walk up, smile, say howdy, and hold out our hands. As we
shake hands I tell them my name. They tell me their names
and I say Mr.--, how do you do. It is likely the first time in the
life of this farmer or housewife that a white man has shaken
hands with them like that. This does not necessarily bode well
to them. They think, if Mr. Charlie knew .. . Many are
sharecroppers, who must turn over a third to a half of the year’s
harvest to a man who does no work at all, but who owns the
land they till. They may be evicted, and have often been for far
less serious offenses. Nearly everyone black in Mississippi is
at least a year in debt. The threat of suspended credit and
foreclosure is a tremendous burden.
Another volunteer reported helping to hold the first “mass meeting” in Drew,
Mississippi, to rally support for voter registration. Several arrests resulted, but the
group got out of jail the next day by paying bail. Meanwhile, a second mass meeting
was planned for that evening to show the local African Americans that the jailing of
workers was not going to stop the movement. The meeting had been barred from the
church grounds by deacons whom the police had pressured, so it was held on the lot

15 Ibid., 259-260, quotations on 259 and 261. The fact that Cobb proposed the idea
is mentioned on 259 and more clearly stated on 210-211.
16 McAdam, 77-78.
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next to the church grounds. Police deputies were everywhere, and the street was
barricaded. However, a crowd watched from the other side of the street. SNCC
project director Charles “Mac” McLaurin was “making a forceful speech” when
the cop came up with an old lady who said she owned the lot
we were meeting on. The chief called Mac over to the car and
the lady told him the niggers didn’t want us around. Mac said
that all who wanted to stand for freedom should meet in the
street. I [the volunteer writing this letter describing the event]
held back, but when I saw so many local people taking that
courageous step, I was drawn to support them. The deputies
marched us off to the little jail we had left just that morning.
They were again released on bail. The movement was paying money to the town
through bail while they struggled to overcome the town’s opposition to black voter
registration.17
While the volunteers were trying to enlist people to attempt to register at the
courthouse, they were also trying to “freedom register” people into the Mississippi
Freedom Democratic Party, which had been set up as an alternative to the segregated
Democratic Party of Mississippi. Freedom registration could be done in private
homes which the volunteers visited and was thus a degree less threatening than going
to the courthouse. One volunteer describes trudging through the incredible heat from
door to door of dilapidated shacks, a pack of “Freedom Forms” in hand:
Unfortunateley [sic]. Freedom registration is terribely [sic]
remote to these people. I almost feel guilty—like I’m playing
for numbers only;. .. you walk up to a porch, knock on a door
and enter into another world . . . You meet an afraid, but

17 Sutherland, 68-69, 82-85.
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sometimes eager, curious face-one which is used to . . . saying
“Yes Sir” to everything a white man says.. .. You see their
pain, the incredible years of suffering etched in their worn
faces; and then if you convince them to sign you leave. You
walk down the deteriorating steps to the dirt, to the next house-the next world and start in on your sales pitch again, leaving
18
behind something which has broken you a little more.
The results of the combined drives to promote “official” and “freedom”
registration were mixed. About 17,000 blacks attempted to register at courthouses
across Mississippi, but only 1,600 succeeded. Nevertheless, their attempts provided
material for several significant law suits against voter discrimination. And they also
clearly demonstrated the need for new laws, thus building support for the 1965
Voting Rights Act. Moreover, the published newspaper lists of those trying to
register, which formerly effectively quashed attempts, now became like “‘honor
rolls’” to the African-American community.19 Times were changing.

In order to measure the success of the “freedom registration,” the story of the
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party must be told. On April 26, 1964, weeks
before the Summer Project, about two hundred people came together at Jackson,
Mississippi, and founded the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP). Both
before and after the founding of the MFDP, African Americans active in the
movement kept trying to participate in the regular Democratic Party, but for the most

18 McAdam, 78.
19 Ibid., 81.
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part their participation in precinct and county meetings was effectively prevented.
Because the Republicans were not an effective force in Mississippi for obvious
historical reasons, the Democratic Party was the only practical choice for those who
wanted a vehicle for political participation. Yet since the Democrats openly
advocated segregation, would-be black voters were left with no real alternatives.

20

Several months prior to the founding of the new party, SNCC workers had
decided that while they would continue to try to breach the regular Democratic
stronghold, they needed another way of registering black voters. They also needed a
political party which could show that its claim to be the truly democratic party in
Mississippi had greater validity than the claim of the unrepresentative, segregated
regular Democrats. The MFDP was set up to challenge the regular Democrats’ right
to be seated as the representatives of Mississippi at the 1964 Democratic national
convention to be held in August in Atlantic City.

21

The other major reason for

founding the MFDP was to organize African Americans politically by providing the
actual experience of participating in a political party and voting.

22

20 Claybome Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981), 109; Kay Mills, This Little Light
of Mine: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer I [New York]: Dutton, 1993), 106-107;
Hampton et al., 180-181.
21 Carson, In Struggle. 108.
22 Mills, 105.

98
Because 1964 was a presidential election year, the Mississippi regular
Democratic party began its process of selecting convention delegates with precinct
meetings in mid-June. Then came county conventions, district conventions, and the
state convention, which finally chose the delegates in late July.

23

Those involved

with the MFDP tried to attend these meetings and conventions, but predictably they
experienced only minimal success. The MFDP also organized its own corresponding
meetings and conventions at each level, culminating in an early August statewide
convention at which 282 delegates chose out of their number sixty-eight delegates
plus alternates to go to the regular Democratic national convention.24
Meanwhile, four people from the MFDP had managed to qualify to run in the
regular Democratic congressional primary on June 2.

25

•

*

Victoria Adams, then Victoria

Gray, later recalled the planning that went into her qualification for a candidacy: “We
timed it so they just didn’t have time to do anything except—accept.. . my candidacy,
because I had done all the things that you had to do in order to be a candidate . . . .
26

They didn’t have notice or time enough to do anything about it.”

23 The Student Voice. 152; Mills, 107; Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story
of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company,
1987), 340.
24 Mills, 107, 108-111; Carson, In Struggle. 109.
25 Carson, In Struggle. 109; Student Voice. 140; Mills, 106.
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Interview with Victoria Jackson Gray Adams by Kimberly Simons, January 24,
1994, Williamsburg, Virginia.

Gray opposed Senator John Stennis, Fannie Lou Hamer opposed
Representative Jamie L. Whitten, the Reverend John Erie Cameron opposed
Representative William Colmer, and James M. Houston opposed Representative John
Bell Williams. If they lost, they planned to challenge the nominations of the
congressmen who defeated them.
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Their campaigns supported the national platform

of the Democratic party whereas the regular Democratic organization of Mississippi
had a record of bolting the national party. The four candidates discussed “anti
poverty programs, Medicare, aid to education, rural development, urban renewal, and
civil rights.” Needless to say, they lost.
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However, they had not been set on winning

in the first place; they had other purposes for running. Victoria Gray Adams later
explained:
People need to see some visible evidence, particularly when
it’s a matter when you’re playing life and death stakes. They
need to see some evidence that this . . . is in the realm of the
possible. And so my candidacy for the Senate was just that.
There was an educational action. It was an inspirational action.
It was an organizing action.
The educational aspect involved planting new ideas in the minds of “the average
Mississippian, black or white, [to whom it had] probably never occurred .. . that a
black could run for any office.” Gray’s candidacy was inspirational because a
“person can look and see, well if she can run, then that makes sense for me to get

27 Student Voice. 140.
Mills, 106, 107, quotation on 107; James Forman, The Making of Black
Revolutionaries (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1972), 387.

100

registered to vote. I’ve got somebody to vote for, okay?” She also saw her candidacy
as “an organizational tactic” because the process of campaigning across Mississippi
drew into the endeavor people who would provide a support system for future
political efforts. Thus, the candidates decided to “define what’s a win” in new
terms.

29

A much larger-scale political action, however, was yet to come. In August
1964, the MFDP’s sixty-eight delegates plus alternates prepared for the trip to the
Democratic national convention in Atlantic City. Among these delegates were some
o f the candidates who had run for Congress, including Fannie Lou Hamer and
Victoria Gray, the Reverend Ed King and Aaron Henry (who had run together in the
1963 “Freedom Vote”). Victoria Gray was selected for the position of national
committeewoman and Ed King for national committeeman. Aaron Henry served as
chairman of the delegation, Fannie Lou Hamer as vice chair, and Annie Devine,
another noted activist, as secretary. According to journalist Kay Mills, author of a
recent biography of Fannie Lou Hamer, “Victoria Gray and Annie Devine became,
with Fannie Lou Hamer, a triumvirate who worked together constantly in coming
months. . .. These women would testify and lobby, argue and protest, at Atlantic

29 Adams interview.
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City, playing a more politically active role than many women usually took in that
era.

„30

Fannie Lou Hamer deserves special mention, not only because she captured
the nation’s attention at Atlantic City, but also because she was a major force in the
Mississippi movement and an impressive person as well. For the volunteers, she was
an inspiration. She believed in their good intentions and yet was also candid and
straightforward with them. She served as a link to the black community, a maternal
figure who vehemently warned the volunteers away from inadvertently provoking the
wrath of the white community, and a source of wisdom about conditions and tactics in
Mississippi. She was a motivating force in the black community as well.

31

Her involvement in the movement began when she went to a mass meeting in
the summer of 1962 “and they was talkin’ about how blacks had a right to register and
how they had a right to vote.” After a first failed attempt to register, she was forced
to leave the plantation where she had lived for eighteen years. She studied up on the
Mississippi constitution and tried to register a second time. At the circuit clerk’s
office, she explained that she wanted to take the literacy test over and said, “‘Now,

30 Mills, 109-111, quotation on 110 and 111. According to John Dittmer (189-190),
“Mrs. Devine played much the same role in Canton as did Victoria Gray in Hattiesburg.
A mother of four children, in her mid-forties, and active in her church,” she, like Gray,
was of an unusual age for movement participation but became a leader in the
Mississippi movement. She served as a means of entry into her community for the
young CORE workers and provided them with valuable advice and direction.
31 Mills, 100-101.
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you cain’t have me fired ‘cause I’m already fired, and I won’t have to move now,
because I’m not livin’ in no white man’s house.. . . I’ll be here every thirty days until
I become a registered voter.’” She passed. From then on, she actively worked for the
movement.
But that was not the end of the story. On her way back from a South Carolina
workshop on voter registration, she and six others were arrested. In jail, she and
several others were severely beaten. The police figured out who she was and forced
two black prisoners to beat her. At one point she put her hands behind her “and they
beat me in my hands ‘til my hands . .. my hands was as navy blue as anything you
ever seen . .. that blood, I guess, and then beatin’ it ‘til it just turned black.”

32

She

was beaten with a blackjack, and she had put her hands behind her on her left side
because she had had polio as a child. The doctor who examined her as soon as she
got out o f jail testified that her buttocks were completely black and blue, “down to
both knees and the dorsal aspect.” Hardening and inflammation had set in. Her left
arm showed “a bluish discoloration” and “her hands were tender to touch.”

33

It was a

concise version of this story which Mrs. Hamer told the Credentials Committee in
Atlantic City as part of her delegation’s testimony, ending her story with the words:
All of this is on account we want to register, to become firstclass citizens, and if the Freedom Democratic Party is not
seated now, I question America, is this America, the land of the

32 Raines, 249-254.
33 Mills, 72,120, quotations on 72.
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free and the home of the brave where we have to sleep with our
telephones off the hooks because our lives be threatened daily
because we want to live as decent human beings, in America?
Thank you.34
At the credentials committee hearing on August 22, the MFDP delegation
gave the testimony which showed that they were eminently more qualified to
represent their state at the convention than the regular delegation. Aaron Henry, Ed
King, Fannie Lou Hamer, Rita Schwemer, and others testified. Fannie Lou Hamer’s
testimony caused some of the politicians present to cry. Then the regular Democrats
offered their arguments, followed by the MFDP’s attorney’s concluding rebuttal.35
Meanwhile, the press and the television cameras had been recording the
hearing, but when the MFDP members got back to their hotel, they discovered that
Fannie Lou Hamer’s testimony had been cut off by a news conference suddenly
called by President Lyndon Johnson. However, as it turned out, the networks ran
Hamer’s testimony over and over in prime time, and the White House was soon
receiving many telephone calls and telegrams favoring the MFDP’s challenge to the
regular Mississippi delegation.

36

The MFDP delegation had solid arguments. The regular Mississippi
Democrats, instead of supporting the national Democratic party, had a history of open

34 Ibid., 118-121, quotation on 120-121.
35 Ibid., 117-122.
36 Ibid., 116,118,123.
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opposition to it. The MFDP was pledged to support the national Democratic party.
The MFDP had a great deal of legal proof of the repressive practices of the regular
party. And in terms of pure moral justice, the MFDP held an obvious advantage over
the regular Democrats. Johnson, however, had the political power.

37

At Johnson’s

direction, the FBI thoroughly infiltrated the MFDP challenge. As historian John
Dittmer wrote, “The White House campaign of surveillance and espionage at the
1964 convention was a Watergate that worked.” Johnson and a few others working
closely with him had detailed knowledge of MFDP plans and strategies throughout
the convention and were able to plan accordingly. (This infiltration was later
investigated by the Senate “Church Committee.”)

38

The MFDP hoped to get a floor debate on the question of who from
Mississippi should be seated at the convention. But Johnson was determined to
prevent such a debate; he had no intention of allowing the convention delegates to
replace the regular delegation with representatives of the MFDP. Johnson did not
want to risk losing Southern votes to Republican candidate Barry Goldwater, and he
did not want to alienate the men from Mississippi who had powerful congressional
positions and could oppose his programs. As an incumbent president, Johnson could
threaten members of the credentials committee in order to turn them against the

37 Paul Good, The Trouble I’ve Seen: White Journalist/Black Movement
(Washington, D.C.: Howard University Press, 1975), 204-205.
38 Dittmer, 291-293, quotation on 291-292.
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MFDP delegation. By playing power politics, Johnson kept the debate off the floor
and ensured that the credentials committee would offer the MFDP a so-called
.

compromise.

39

The solution which Johnson, through would-be vice-presidential candidate
Hubert H. Humphrey, forced on the MFDP with none of the give-and-take of a true
compromise involved two at-large seats which would be filled by two MFDP men
chosen by Democratic leaders (Johnson had apparently decided on Aaron Henry and
the Reverend Edwin King, the white activist). The plan also afforded guest status at
J

the convention for the rest of the MFDP delegates while providing for the seating of
those regular Mississippi delegates who would promise to support the Democratic
nominee. In the future (1968 onward), the plan promised, delegations would be
required to be truly representative or they would not be seated, and this requirement
would be enforced by a committee set up for that purpose.40
Rumors circulated at the convention that the MFDP had accepted the bargain,
so those members of delegations from other states who had been ready to do battle for
the MFDP delegation were undercut. The convention accepted the report of the
Credentials Committee, and that was that. There was heated debate within the larger

39 Good, 205, 208-209. On pages 208-209, Good quotes a brochure which the
MFDP put together to explain what had happened in Atlantic City for the benefit of
Mississippi’s African-American population.
40 Mills, 123, 126; Good, 205-206; Mary King, 345-346.
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civil rights coalition as to whether the MFDP delegation should simply go ahead and
accept the “compromise” and count it as a kind of victory. But the delegation decided
that they could not accept, thanks in large part to the influence of the triumvirate,
Fannie Lou Hamer, Victoria Gray, and Annie Devine.41
As Fannie Lou Hamer commented, “‘We didn’t come all this way for no two
seats.”’42 And as Victoria Gray explained:
Those who are unable to understand why we were unable to
accept that compromise did not realize that we would have
been betraying the very many people back there in Mississippi
whom we represented. They had not only laid their lives on the
line, but many had given their lives in order for this particular
event to happen. They said to us, “Just take this time, and then
next time, you know . . . ”
I thought about the many people for which there was
not gonna be a next time, and I think so did the majority of the
delegation. We came with nothing, and we realized that it
made no sense at all, with all the risk that had been taken, to
accept what we knew for certain to be nothing and to go back
there to God only knows what. You may get home and not
have a house. You may get home and a member of your family
might be missing. You may not get home at all, and so you
know we are not going to accept anything less than what we
came after, which is the real thing—representation and the right
to participate. And if we don’t get that, then we’ll go back and
take our chances and regroup and come to fight another day,
and that is precisely what we did.43

41 Forman, 390-395; Mills, 127-131.
42 Mills, 132; Forman, 395.
43 Hampton et al., 203-204.
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Mary King, SNCC activist, adds that “the promises for 1968 referred only to blacks
who were already registered and laid no groundwork for future patronage.” Historian
John Dittmer corroborates King’s statement: “As to the pledge that things would be
different in 1968, since only a few thousand blacks were registered to vote in
Mississippi, that seemed an empty promise.”44
The MFDP delegation’s refusal to accept the compromise was not a matter of
being too idealistic for the world of practical politics. It was simply that those who
had experienced Mississippi knew the situation in a way that those who had not never
could. Fannie Lou Hamer had lost her job and home, battled to register, and been
beaten until her skin turned hard, so she simply could not accept two ineffective seats
at the end of her long journey to Atlantic City. It would not have made sense. To
pretend to have gained a concession, which in reality amounted to Johnson and the
Democratic Party’s way of keeping them quiet, was not an option for people who had
risked their lives and the lives of their families in order to come to the convention.
As Kay Mills writes, the Atlantic City experience produced a hurtful
“disillusionment”:
When the nation failed to respond decisively to the challenge,
the country lost many of the young crusaders who had gone to
Mississippi. They went off in their various directions--to
Africa, to soul searching and emotional upheavals, to black
nationalism, to personal scholarship and fulfillment... . Who
can know how American political life might have changed had

44 Mary King, 346; Dittmer, 301.
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the MFDP delegates been seated that August in Atlantic
City?45
Joseph Rauh, the white liberal who served as the MFDP’s attorney (though an
ambivalent figure, in part because he urged acceptance of the compromise), recalls
Bob Moses saying on television, “‘You cannot trust the political system. I will have
nothing to do with the political system any longer.’” And Paul Good, a reporter of
the civil rights movement who was not in Atlantic City but watched the television
coverage of the challenge (coverage which he diagnosed as biased and
condescending), recalls an interchange between John Chancellor of NBC and Bob
Moses:
“Would you compromise?” Chancellor asked . . .
“What is the compromise?” Moses replied angrily.
“We are here for the people and the people want to represent
themselves. They don’t want symbolic token votes. They
want to vote themselves.”
Chancellor correctly reminded him that Dr. King said
that what had begun as a demonstration now was in the realm
of politics where compromise was needed. One sensed that

45 Mills, 133. Mary King’s description (343-344) of the activities of a number of the
volunteers during the convention helps explain the severity of their disappointment:
“Many volunteers made fast trips home to lobby for support for the Freedom party by
local Democratic leaders and then routed themselves back to Mississippi by way of
Atlantic City. Outside the convention hall, these volunteers, along with their friends
and supporters, maintained a constant vigil shadowed by huge portraits of our three
dead colleagues mounted on tall poles. The burned-out car in which they had last been
seen was on exhibit. The vigil on the boardwalk grew from eighteen people to three
thousand. The volunteers engaged every delegate going into the arena, distributing
material describing the Challenge and their experiences in Mississippi. More important,
they testified to any who would listen, and their earnestness, passion, and sincerity
visibly moved many a delegate, some of them to tears.”
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Moses at that moment cared as little for Dr. King’s opinion as
he would for Ross Barnett’s. He avoided conflict.
“This convention hasn’t made one vote,” he said. “It’s
a convention by acclamation. What we intend to do is to stand
here with our signs, One M an-One Vote, telling our story.”46
James Forman of SNCC writes of how SNCC was betrayed by those
belonging to the “liberal-labor syndrome” (in which group he included such people as
“Hubert Humphrey, Walter Reuther, Senator Wayne Morse, Roy Wilkins, Bayard
Rustin, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ralph Abernathy, Allard Lowenstein, and many other
forces”). The “liberal-labor” group had for the most part urged the MFDP delegation
to accept the so-called compromise. Forman believes that SNCC had shown that it
was organized and competent enough to move beyond pursuing “political power in
the national arena” to actually using that power. SNCC had grown into a force to be
contended with, a real opponent to “the Democratic Party and the liberal-labor
Establishment.” He explains: “We were alienated from the mainstream of American
values and rejected those values, we sought power not for ourselves but for the very
poor people with whom we had been working for four years. This drive for power for
poor people signaled danger to the officials of the Democratic Party.” SNCC had

46 Mary King, 347; Dittmer, 298; Hampton et al., quotation on 202; Good, 205-207,
quotation on 207. The question of the quality of Rauh’s commitment to the MFDP is
covered in Mary King, 346-349. Rauh’s own account is included in Hampton et al.,
196-197, 200-202. Rauh’s commitment and activities at the convention are also
discussed in Dittmer, 294-298. Dittmer comments that “it seems likely” that Rauh
knew something about the White House “compromise” somewhat sooner than he let on
(295).
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managed to form a coalition which went beyond the MFDP to include “students,
churchmen, radicals, old and new.” This new coalition “disrupted the old
arrangements between officials of the Democratic Party and the white-dominated
liberal-labor leadership circles. If this newly emerging political force led by SNCC
were allowed to grow in strength, its influence in Mississippi and other parts of the
country would further weaken the influence of the old-time brokers between the
masses of black people and the Democratic Party.” Thus, in Forman’s analysis,
Atlantic City was a turning point in SNCC’s approach to politics as well as in the
relationship between the SNCC activists and the “liberal-labor” group.47
Mary King provides a similar analysis of the events at Atlantic City. She
writes:
Pressure to accept the proffered compromise from the entire
leadership of the Democratic party was overwhelming, and it
was of this force that SNCC workers retained their most lasting
memories. Years later, former SNCC staff members are still
rankled by the recollection of an assortment of figures ranging
from Vice-President Humphrey, to Roy Wilkins, to Martin
Luther King, to Bayard Rustin, to James Farmer, to attorney
Joseph L. Rauh, Jr., of Washington, D.C., claiming that the
compromise was a “great victory” and trying to induce Mrs.
Hamer and the delegation to take the token seats. They lobbied
the delegation hard in favor of the compromise. Mrs. Hamer
later reported the details of how one mighty figure after another
tried to coax her . . . . Yet Mrs. Hamer held her position,
standing up to the giants who were unleashed on the Freedom
Delegation.

47 Forman, chaps. 49 and 50, quotations on 386, 396-397.
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Mary King mentions the same group of liberal figures whom Forman criticizes. She
also states that a split developed between the NAACP and the Urban League, on the
one hand, and SNCC, CORE, and the MFDP, on the other, with SCLC trying to stay
in the middle. SNCC came to doubt that the current political institutions could be
changed and began to favor “independent and separate institutions.” According to
Mary King, “The belief grew that local and state governments in the Black Belt
couldn’t change on their own initiative but had to be democratically taken over by the
black m ajority... . And, as we became more politicized, adopting the goal of
developing separate and independent political parties, cooperatives, and credit unions,
\

48

we started to speak of the radical restructuring of society.”

SNCC staff member Cleveland Sellers summed up the change which grew out
of the Atlantic City experience: “The national Democratic party’s rejection of the
MFDP at the 1964 convention was to the civil rights movement what the Civil War
was to American history: afterward, things could never be the same.” The feeling
that people whom they had thought were allies had failed them shows clearly: “Never
again were we lulled into believing that our task was exposing injustices so that the
‘good’ people of America could eliminate them. We left Atlantic City with the

48 Mary King, 346, 349.

112

knowledge that the movement had turned into something else. After Atlantic City,
our struggle was not for civil rights, but for liberation.”49

The setback experienced in Atlantic City did not stop the Mississippi activists.
Partly because 1,000 voters petitioned that Mississippi allow MFDP candidates on
the November 3 ballot and were refused, the MFDP decided to plan not only for their
own election but also for a challenge. The election would be sponsored by COFO
(with the help of volunteers from outside Mississippi) and the MFDP and open to all
eligible voters. The MFDP candidates would run against several Congressmen and a
Senator, knowing they would lose. And in January they would challenge the seating
of the regular Democrats who had been elected by an unrepresentative portion of the
state’s population.50
At the end of the year, Victoria Gray, Fannie Lou Hamer, Annie Devine (who
had all been candidates that fall), and the MFDP began the lengthy process of
challenging the legality of the primary and general elections in Mississippi and of
trying to prevent the seating of the several U.S. Congressmen. The regular elections
had not allowed effective African-American participation and were thus illegal, while

49 Cleveland Sellers with Robert Terrell, The River of No Return: The
Autobiography of a Black Militant and the Life and Death of SNCC (Jackson, Miss.:
University Press of Mississippi, 1990), 111.
50 Student Voice. 195, 198.
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the MFDP’s method of holding elections open to all complied with the standards of a
fair contest. Hamer, for example, admitted her defeat in the regular primary but said
that the November Freedom Vote proved that the disfranchised blacks would have
supported her in the regular election against Whitten if they could have voted in it.
The challengers therefore felt that the elections through which the Mississippi
Congressmen had been chosen were invalid and their seating in the House of
Representatives should be challenged. Even if the challenge did not get very far, the
act would at least communicate the message of their struggle in concrete terms. For
nearly a year, the challengers and their lawyers went through endless legal
procedures, lobbied, gathered evidence, organized support around the U.S. and in
Congress, publicized their campaign, planned strategy, and encountered various
obstacles. In the end, however, they lost.51
Yet there were some positive aspects to their experience with the challenge.
The challengers knew that there was a lengthy passageway underground from the
Capitol to the House of Representatives which most of the congressmen would use to
get to the opening session of Congress. So the MFDP decided to station black people
from Mississippi along this passageway. Mary King describes how, “with their workworn overalls, faded dresses, and their posture bowed from physical work, they held
themselves solemnly. They stood with such dignity and such presence, saying

51 Ibid., 203-206; Mills, chap. 8. For Hamer’s argument, see Mills, 149. For the
motives behind the challenge, see especially Mills, 145-146, 148, 149-150.
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nothing but looking each member of Congress straight in the eye as he or she passed.”
King quotes Mike Thelwell, who served as coordinator for the MFDP’s new office in
Washington: “T watched as the equilibrium of the elected representatives was visibly
affected by the presence of the Mississippians.’”
William Fitts Ryan (D-New York) had agreed to raise the actual challenge on
the floor to the seating of the Mississippi congressmen. The challenge would take
place on the first day Congress was in session. SNCC and MFDP activists had
managed to gain the support of some freshmen members of Congress, but they could
not prepare further because Congress was not in session. However, once Ryan stood
up to raise the challenge, the presence of the Mississippians in the passageway took
effect. Mary King relates, “Astonishingly, some 60 members of Congress rose with
him, half of them, we believed, as a result of the walk through that tunnel. When the
actual vote was taken, 149 members voted not to seat the regular Mississippi
delegation on the first vote.” Hearings followed. Yet the challenge ultimately failed.
Mary King explains, “The Democrats in the Congress at heart preferred not to vote to
unseat the Mississippi representatives and alienate the South, especially those
southerners chairing committees whose average tenure, if I recall correctly, then ran
something like twenty-two years.”
Again, the feeling of alienation from the liberals surfaced among the
Mississippi activists. Mike Thelwell felt that just as “the whole liberal establishment”
had betrayed them at Atlantic City, so it did again on the matter of the congressional
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challenge. As he said, “it was a serious blow to the prestige of the NAACP and the
labor groups in the Leadership Conference of Civil Rights that we students and
sharecroppers—supported by the Protestant church denominations and the National
Council of Churches—could get those one hundred forty-nine congressional votes.”
(In all likelihood, the conflict was not only between liberals and radicals. At least in
part, it also must have represented a division between the viewpoints and experiences
o f different generations.) Thelwell’s comments are reminiscent of Jim Forman’s
summation of the Atlantic City experience. Thelwell added, “The NAACP and other
civil rights groups used to say that it was their expertise, contacts, and influence in
Washington that would swing congressional votes. This time we did it without
them.”52

Although the 1964-1965 efforts failed in their immediate objectives, they had
positive long-term effects. Mike Thelwell, who sometimes acted as SNCC or the
MFDP’s representative in the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, learned at a
meeting one day about President Johnson’s preliminary plans for a voting rights bill.
The bill as it stood would be so weak as to be almost totally ineffective. Once
Thelwell explained the problems with the proposed legislation to Martin Luther King,
Jr., King changed his position and joined Jim Forman, the MFDP’s Lawrence Guyot,

52 Mary King, 353-355, identification of Thelwell, 352, Thelwell quoted in King,
354, 355; Mills, 149.
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and CORE’S James Farmer in a formal rejection of the whole plan. The result was a
new legislative proposal which some SNCC staff members were allowed to help
prepare through the new connections which they had in Congress after the
congressional challenge. The MFDP Washington office then followed up, mobilizing
constituents to write their congressmen. The congressmen who had agreed to support
the challenge began to write back that instead of trying to unseat the men from
Mississippi, they were going to vote for the new legislation, which would deal with
the larger issue. Mary King sums up the beneficial long-range results of the
congressional challenge:
The Voting Rights Act [of 1965] passed in the Congress as
emphatically as it did—77 to 19 in the Senate and 333 to 85 in
the House—because we had kept up our pressure [for the
challenge and then for the Voting Rights Act] for more than
one year, with volleys of affidavits, constituent visits, leaflets
in the parking lots, and messages on writing pads. From inside
SNCC and the MFDP, it seemed clear to us that the legislation
itself had come about in large part, although certainly not
solely, as a consequence of the Congressional Challenge.53
Frank R. Parker, in his recent work entitled Black Votes Count: Political
Empowerment in Mississippi after 1965. also concludes that “although the House
rejected the challenge by a vote of 228-143, the extensive record of discrimination
compiled in support of the challenge helped document the need for the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 and helped dramatize for members of Congress the enormous scale of

53 Ibid., 356-357, quotation on 357.
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voting rights denials in the South.” Parker also notes that the effective provisions of
the Voting Rights Act “produced the massive federal intervention COFO and SNCC
strategists hoped to achieve by their switch in tactics from county-by-county
registration drives to statewide demonstrations of black political exclusion and to
seating challenges at the Democratic National Convention and in Congress.” Parker
concludes, “In one piece of legislation, Congress struck down the discriminatory
voter registration tests and poll taxes that had barred black voting for so long.” The
presence of federal registrars and the voter registration drives of civil rights groups in
Mississippi helped to realize the potential of the Voting Rights Act, and black voter
registration rose dramatically. Problems remained, especially the continuing
difficulty of electing African Americans to office once the vote itself had been
achieved.54

54 Frank R. Parker, Black Votes Count: Political Empowerment in Mississippi after
1965 (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 26, 30,
quotations on both pages. Parker’s numbers for the House vote on the challenge vary
slightly from Mary King’s mentioned earlier, although the numbers are very close. On
pages 30-33, Parker also discusses what he calls a ‘“realization gap,”’ that is, the gap
between the major increase in Mississippi’s registered African-American voters and
their ability to elect African Americans to office to represent them, as they had expected
they would be able to do. In his concluding chapter (page 198), Parker writes: “The
political massive resistance statutes of the 1966 session of the Mississippi Legislature,
together with existing discriminatory election structures such as at-large municipal
elections, erected strong barriers to the effectiveness of the new black vote.” The ability
to vote of black Mississippians was of little use without the ability to elect the officials
they wanted to see representing their needs in office. However, Parker continues,
“Overcoming these barriers took years of litigation, and despite the hostility of some
Mississippi federal judges this litigation ultimately was largely successful.. . .
Mississippi, which previously had the lowest number of black elected officials of any
state in the nation, became the state with the highest number.. . . This litigation also had
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Yet supporters of civil rights had laid the groundwork for lasting changes in
Mississippi. As Mary King notes:
It would be twenty-two years before Fannie Lou Hamer’s 1964
protest candidacy in the Second Congressional District would
bear fruit; it was not until November 1986 that Mike Espy, a
black lawyer, was elected to the 100th Congress from the 53percent black Delta district. To the extent that there is a
starting point, a moment, that marked the beginning of the stillgrowing impact of black voting on American politics, it was
June 16 and 17, 1964, the all but unnoticed dates of the
precinct meetings in Mississippi.55
At the 1968 Democratic national convention, a segregationist Mississippi
delegation was passed over for “a coalition representing the NAACP, AFL-CIO,
Young Democrats, MFDP, the black Prince Hall Masons, and the black Mississippi
Teachers Association.” Other delegations’ challenges followed their lead, and slowly
major changes began to take place in the rules of the Democratic Party; the methods
of choosing delegates changed, with positive effects later for women and ethnic
minorities.56

an enormous impact on national voting rights policy and advanced the expansion of the
legal protections for minority voting rights nationwide.” In the 1960s and early 1970s,
nearly all this type of litigation was handled by two lawyers groups (the Lawyers’
Committee for Civil Rights Under Law and the Lawyers’ Constitutional Defense
Committee or LCDC) which had originally entered Mississippi when they sent
volunteer lawyers to help with the Summer Project (pages 79-82).
55 Mary King, 358.
56 Mills, quotation from 216; Mary Aickin Rothschild, A Case of Black and White:
Northern Volunteers and the Southern Freedom Summers. 1964-1965 (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1982), 174. See also Charles M. Payne, I’ve Got the Light of
Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995).
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Thus, although many problems remained in the aftermath of Freedom Summer
and its two resulting political challenges, the African Americans of Mississippi had
come a long way since the day Amzie Moore and Bob Moses laid plans for voter
registration work in Mississippi.

CONCLUSION

“The ‘64 Summer Project was the most creative, concentrated, multi-layered attack
on oppression in this country. There’s nothing to compare with it, because you
brought in different people with different talents for different reasons, and there was
no middle ground. You were either for change or you opposed change.”
—Lawrence Guyot1

Freedom Summer taught the volunteers not only to look at the world
differently but also to commit themselves to acting on their beliefs. In fact, Doug
Me Adam maintains that the Summer Project’s most significant legacy may have been
this commitment to action. (This commitment reflected the radicalizing effect that
work with the SNCC staff had on the volunteers, referred to as the “‘SNCCizing of
the volunteers.’”) Belief in group action had been present in the African-American
community since the mid-fifties, but now it came to whites on northern campuses
through the volunteers, who returned home fired with a zeal for making social

1“Oh Freedom Over Me,” with host Julian Bond, National Public Radio (NPR),
89.5 FM in Norfolk, Virginia, June 22, 1994.
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changes happen.2 Activists who had earned their spurs in Mississippi became leaders
in the anti-Vietnam, Free Speech, and women’s movements of the sixties.

The commitment to action sets apart all the Freedom Summer activists, black
and white, from within and outside of Mississippi. Perhaps to an even greater degree
they are set apart by their unwillingness to compromise. When they entered the
Washington political world, they entered a world which habitually spoke the language
of compromise, of politics as give and take. The activists’ rejection of compromise
and their tenacious pursuit of unadulterated goals usually signaled their defeat. Yet
the tactics that they employed along the way and the clear moral force of their
message eventually bore fruit. Their tenacity was not naivete. They simply knew that
their goal was not something they could compromise. For years, compromise had
been tried, without result. Compromise would destroy their goal. It would only
allow those in power to dismiss their cause with a minimum of effort and negative
consequences. To accept compromise would be to sell African Americans’ birthright
for a mess of pottage. Moreover, the Mississippi activists had been exposed to a new,
active, straightforward approach to civil rights work; they had intensely dangerous

Doug McAdam, Freedom Summer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988),
131-132, quotation on 131.
3 “Oh Freedom Over Me.” See also McAdam, 111, and Sara Evans, Personal
Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the
New Left (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), especially chapters 3 and 4.
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experience behind and before them, and they were not going to turn aside. This issue
of compromise was not only an issue for Atlantic City and Washington, D.C. It was
in issue for Mississippi. The way in which Freedom Summer was conducted was in
itself a refusal to accept standards other than their own. In the face of every setback,
even death, they steadily continued to struggle against standards they were unwilling
to accept. And whatever success they had was a result of this steadfastness. Because
of the Mississippi activists’ unflinching courage and refusal to turn aside, they stand
out in American history as an example of people who believed in the rightness of a
cause enough to face, of their own free will, all consequences, even death.
Their cause was justice, and in many ways this cause for them entailed
integration. The Mississippi Summer Project advocated, practiced, and fought for the
cause of integration. True, the freedom schools and community centers were set up as
parallel institutions to meet needs of blacks who were excluded or inadequately
served by white institutions. In this respect, the schools and centers were more a
response to segregation than a method of integrating, at least in the short run.
However, although the schools were in part an answer to inadequate Mississippi
schools, they were also in part a way of teaching students about the movement. And
in both the schools and centers white volunteers and African Americans came
together in integrated groups. Moreover, the summer’s major political efforts
revolved around integration. And people involved in Freedom Summer lived, ate,

123
slept, worked, and died in integrated groups. Integration was both a means and an
end: integrated groups fought for integration.
The three workers who were killed at the beginning of the summer were an
integrated group. In fact, the attention their story received derived from the fact that
two of them were white. As Jane Stembridge, SNCC staffer, wrote: “America, if Jim
Chaney had gone to Neshoba alone and disappeared somewhere out there, it would
not have made very much difference. Because, America, Jim Chaney is black. Black
men have disappeared for three hundred years . . . You did not care.”4
The Summer Project itself was an exercise in integration o f white volunteers
with black activists and native Mississippians. As Victoria Gray Adams explained,
living together in poverty and experiencing difficult times together created close
relationships between Mississippians and volunteers which often continued after the
summer and which showed people that there was no real barrier between them after
all.5 Thus it was that, as Unita Blackwell, Mississippi activist, explained:
For black people in Mississippi, Freedom Summer was the
beginning of a whole new era. People began to feel that they
wasn’t just helpless anymore, that they had come together.
Black and white had come from the North and from the West
and even from some cities in the South. Students came and we
wasn’t a closed society anymore. They came to talk about that
we had a right to register to vote, we had a right to stand up for

4 Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights
Movement (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1987), 396.
5Interview with Victoria Jackson Gray Adams by Kimberly Simons, January 24,
1994, Williamsburg, Virginia.
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our rights. That’s a whole new era for us. I mean, hadn’t
anybody said that to us, in that open way, like what happened
in 1964.6
And of course, the MFDP delegation at Atlantic City, which was integrated
(there were four white delegates), opposed the methods of segregation and
intimidation by which the other delegation had excluded African Americans from the
political process. Perhaps as much as any other segment of civil rights history, the
Summer Project can be taken as a representative integrated effort.
Yet from the beginning, there were doubts about the wisdom of integrating the
Mississippi movement. There were concerns that the major influx of educated
northern white students would adversely affect the black movement that was just
beginning to take hold in Mississippi. As it turned out, these concerns were not
unfounded. As James Forman relates:
The presence of so many white college students had a negative
effect on SNCC workers and local people. One of our project
directors, for example, began to feel ashamed of the fact that he
had completed only the sixth grade in school and told people
that he had graduated from college. In other areas, local black
people who had been in the process of learning how to handle
office work and administrative matters just got shunted aside
as
Q
the whites came in with their already developed “skills.”

6 Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer with Sarah Flynn, Voices of Freedom: An Oral
History of the Civil Rights Movement From the 1950s Through the 1980s (New
York: Bantam Books, 1990), 193.
7Kay Mills, This Little Light of Mine: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer ([New
York: Dutton,] 1993), 110.
8James Forman, The Making of Black Revolutionaries (New York: The
Macmillan Company, 1972), 374.
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Many of the volunteers were originally unable to understand the realities of
life for an African American in Mississippi. The volunteers were the products of a
society which was racist in its very foundations. Some of them held prejudiced
attitudes without realizing it. Some came into Mississippi as though they were the
great white saviors. Some looked down on the African Americans with whom they
worked. Some simply took over. The volunteers with these characteristics
exacerbated tensions which already existed at the outset of the project. The daily
physical and emotional strain alone was a constant burden. The staff workers had
already been through the experience of Mississippi racism. The experience had
merely served to highlight the yawning gap between the races. The notion of a color
blind society of civil rights workers which the volunteers entertained was not in the
realm of the possible for the experienced staff members. Moreover, America’s white
population reacted as the project planners had expected and hoped they would. The
world suddenly paid attention when the children of privilege entered the scene. Dead
Mississippi blacks did not matter, but dead white children were worth a great deal of
attention. During the search for the bodies of the three missing civil rights workers,
two black male bodies were discovered in the Mississippi River, but the media only
paid attention long enough to establish that they were not the bodies of the three
missing workers. Thus the involvement of the white volunteers in the project in many
ways emphasized the harsh realities of the African Americans’ position in America.
The African Americans reacted in a variety of ways, some overtly hostile and
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aggressive. The basic problem was that, although they wanted to understand or
believed that they did understand, the children of white luxury simply could not fully
grasp the meaning of life as an African American in Mississippi.9
In a National Public Radio (NPR) broadcast in memory o f Freedom Summer,
host Julian Bond commented on the difference between the reactions of the local
black Mississippians and the black civil rights activists to the white volunteers.
“Most poor Mississippi blacks had never known white people who would shake their
hand or talk to them respectfully. For them, the time spent with Freedom Summer
volunteers was a cultural adventure.” A local Mississippian recalled his reaction:
“That was an interesting situation, you know. To sit in a room and talk to white
people, not they talking down to me, or I’m talking up to, looking up to them. We

9 McAdam, 101-105. Tensions in the summer project were also created by sexism
(of which McAdam provides evidence), but these tensions did not become obvious
until shortly after the summer. On page 110, McAdam summarizes, “The difference
between these subtle forms of sexism and the racial tensions noted earlier is that the
sexism never generated the overt hostility that the racial dynamic did.” For a
discussion of sexism in the project, see McAdam, 105-111. McAdam’s treatment of
sexism in the project explores the experiences of the female volunteers. For an
interesting comparison, see John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights
in Mississippi (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 126-127.
While acknowledging the problems of sexism which occurred, Dittmer gives more
attention to the experiences of local black women and their leadership roles. In her
study of Personal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberation in the Civil Rights
Movement and the New Left. Sara Evans explores the experiences o f both black and
white women. She provides the most in-depth discussion of the relationship between
the civil rights movement and the feminist movement, and in particular the larger
ramifications of the Freedom Summer experience for the women’s movement (see
especially chapters 3 and 4).
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trying to figure out some strategies for us to all stay alive, and work out, you know,
how we’re going to get things done, registered, and vote, and all that.”
Bond goes on to note a different response from the activists: “The young
black civil rights workers were more attuned to the subtleties of racism as displayed
by northern whites. Their impressions of the summer volunteers were mixed.” One
activist commented, “They came down with good intentions, but it was like they
thought they were coming to deal with a bunch of ignorant slobs, because we weren’t
formal in our practices, because we did things in a different way, they felt they knew
better.” According to another activist, some volunteers came down “like
missionaries” to reform the situation, while others “really became a part of the project
and the community.”
Julian Bond continues, “The young whites, who believed they had come to
Mississippi to do a good thing, struggled to understand when black civil rights
workers expressed anger or resentment.” One female volunteer reflected, “If you
were naive like I was, and you came from a relatively sheltered background, it was
like ‘Oh my gosh, what is going on?’ you know, and that said to me that the whites,
myself included, didn’t understand the anger of oppression. We had no clue what that
was all about.” Another woman summarized the situation: “I think that the Summer
Project, by virtue of creating integration in a sheltered manner, allowed the tensions
which were present in the society to surface.”
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One story from the Oxford training sessions illustrates the problem. “The
training sessions foreshadowed . .. the racial and cultural gaps among the Freedom
Summer workers. Some of the young blacks were shell-shocked and bitter after
several years in a war zone. They saw the white students as naive idealists taking an
adventurous summer vacation,” Bond explains. Robby Osman, at that time a
nineteen-year-old white man from New York City, remembered what happened when
the volunteers viewed a film of an overweight Mississippi registrar which they saw as
funny:
Someone had tried to register and he was sending them back
and being vaguely threatening and it seemed to us, young white
college students, that this guy was as ridiculous, as pathetic, as
caricature a racist as we ever expected to see, and we laughed.
And to our complete surprise, ‘cause we I think, I speak for
myself at least, I really didn’t expect it, this horrified the SNCC
veterans. Folks stood up and said, “How can we go to
Mississippi with you? I mean how can we put our lives on the
line with you guys? You really don’t have a clue as to what’s
going on, do you? You know, you really don’t know what this
guy represents in the context in which he really lives.” And I
think it was a moment in which we all had to stop and realize
the gap between us if we were to reach across i t . . . it was
gonna take a lot of reaching.10
In Alan Paton’s timeless work, Cry, the Beloved Country, an African says, “I
have one great fear in my heart, that one day when they turn to loving they will find
we are turned to hating.”11 By the time white volunteers came to Mississippi, racism

10 “Oh Freedom Over Me” (source of last four paragraphs).
11 Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country (New York: Macmillan Publishing
Company, 1987), 276.
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was so thoroughly ingrained in American society and attitudes that even their efforts
to fight that racism were often tinged by racist overtones. The young AfricanAmerican activists were sharply aware of these overtones because they had not only
experienced the racist society since birth but had spent time analyzing and discussing
that society and had often placed themselves directly in that society’s destructive path
in their struggle to change it.
Moreover, as Doug McAdam points out, before the Summer Project had even
begun, many of the activists had learned that the racism they were confronting was a
“system” maintained not only by white Mississippi but by certain powers in
Washington, D.C. “The disillusionment and bitterness that accompanied these
realizations was thoroughgoing and acute.” These realizations, and the experience of
Mississippi, made many of the activists doubt the wisdom of several fundamental
philosophic and strategic underpinnings of SNCC and the movement in general, such
as nonviolence, the attempt to ally with liberal Democrats, and integration.
Furthermore, the Summer Project itself placed the Mississippi veterans in an
incredibly difficult position. Here they had been working intensively in Mississippi
with little tangible reward and in a setting where white people figured as ruthless
enemies. “Now they were being asked to depend on the importation of 1,000 sons
and daughters of white privilege—with all their naivete and paternalism intact—to
break a stalemate these veterans had been powerless to resolve. Thus, they found
themselves in the distasteful position of having to exploit the very racism that they
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had been victims of. Faust himself could not have faced a more psychologically
burdensome dilemma.”

12

Moreover, as Julian Bond said, the young activists had been

living in a “war zone,” and the experience was beyond words; those who had not
experienced the struggle could not simply step into the reality known by the civil
rights veterans. The experienced activists knew this; the volunteers began to
understand it as they proceeded further into the Summer Project.
Not long after the 1964 Summer Project, many of the civil rights workers
involved in that project and another major southern summer project in 1965 supported
moving on to a new approach termed ‘“ self-determination of communities,’” which
entailed African Americans working in African-American communities and whites
organizing in white communities. And both staffers and volunteers concluded that
white participation should be extensively cut back. A number of volunteers from the
summer projects apparently saw that some of their success in voter registration work
derived from the fact that they were white, and they were uncomfortable with the idea
of whites directing blacks. One volunteer also noted that black people could not talk
about the problems caused by whites if they were talking to a white person.

13

In

fact, integration as a major philosophic foundation of SNCC was on its way out.

12 McAdam, 31-32, 33, quotations on 31, 33.
13Mary Aikin Rothschild, A Case of Black and White: Northern Volunteers and
the Southern Freedom Summers. 1964-1965 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
1982), 176-177.
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Although at least eighty of the volunteers ended up staying on in Mississippi, most of
them left.14 Doug McAdam describes the phasing out of integration as a method and
goal. Freedom Summer left SNCC in a state of disarray, divided into factions and
reacting to tensions which the summer had exacerbated. These problems undermined
SNCC’s original philosophic foundations, such as integration and non-violence:
It would take several years before whites were formally barred
from the organization, but the summer marked the end of
SNCC’s efforts to encourage white participation. Ironically,
the move to restrict the role of whites in the movement
coincided with a resurgence of student activism attributable to
the Summer Project. Most of the volunteers left Mississippi
politically radicalized and intent on carrying on the fight in the
North. In turn, their example and the attention and status
accorded the volunteers on campuses throughout the North
triggered a sharp increase in student activism. The separatist
trend within the civil rights movement, however, restricted
access to the movement at precisely the time more and more
white students were seeking to play an activist role. They were
forced, as a result, to seek out other targets for their activism.
The proliferation of other issues—student rights, the Vietnam
War, sexism, etc.—after 1964 owes, in part, to this process.15

14 McAdam, 112, 117. Doug McAdam describes the quandary in which the
volunteers found themselves at the summer’s end. Mississippi had worn them out,
but there was nothing else like it. They had experienced and learned so much in such
a short period. “As much as they wanted the psychic barrage to stop, so too did they
want the ‘high’ to continue” (112). The volunteers’ letters at the end of Elizabeth
Sutherland’s Letters from Mississippi show them in various states of mind.
Sutherland notes that “they dreaded an outburst of retaliation against the local people
after their departure in the fall. And in fact by mid-August violence had already
accelerated” (204, 1966 printing as a Signet Book published by The New American
Library). Some of the volunteers decided to leave for a break and then return, others
went back to finish schooling as a way to make themselves more useful in the long
run, and some were very ready to get out (Sutherland, 205).
15 McAdam, 117.
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Yet in contrast to the young African-American activists’ reaction, Victoria
Adams and Unita Blackwell looked back on the summer as a time when
communication was opened up and strong relationships were built between local
people and volunteers. Victoria Adams talks about all the strong, lasting friendships
which came out of that time together. She cites the example of a volunteer who gets
in touch with her every so often and even visited her in Thailand once when she lived
there.16 It seems that the local black Mississippians involved in the movement came
out of Freedom Summer with a more positive overall reaction to the white volunteers
than did the young activists who had arranged the volunteers’ coming. Certainly the
older Mississippians had had enough experience of racism to make them acutely
aware of its presence among the volunteers. Yet the standards of comparison and
expectations of the two groups of blacks may have been different. Perhaps many of
the local Mississippians were primarily comparing the volunteers to the other white
people they had known, while the young activists held the volunteers to a standard
which they hoped to achieve in their integrated project, a standard resulting from their
extensive thought about the way that people ought to interact. Historian John Dittmer
states that it is hard to summarize the effect of the students on the Mississippi
movement. He points out that the local people involved in COFO projects were
deeply committed and would have kept battling for civil rights without the volunteers.

16 Adams interview.
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Dittmer sees the students’ effect in the “new direction” the movement took, “one that
increasingly relied on directing the national spotlight onto Mississippi through
activities such as the Atlantic City and congressional challenges.” Dittmer’s research
confirms that “a number of black organizers would look back negatively on their
experiences with white volunteers,” but the local black families kept up warm
friendships with the young volunteers who had lived with them for a summer.
Dittmer points out that the volunteers came because they were asked and concludes
that most of them fit Doug McAdam’s summary description: ‘“tried and not found
wanting.’”

17

As to whether the experiment in integration worked, perhaps the only

answer is that Freedom Summer was the closest a group of Americans had ever come
to creating an integrated society, but in many ways the presence of the volunteers also
served to emphasize the racist nature of American society.
The sixties are history now, but the search for a way out of the racial situation
we have over time built in this country continues. Freedom Summer, and the larger
civil rights movement of the sixties, did present the realities of racism to the
American people with relentless force and clarity. Part of the battle against any evil is
recognition of its presence, and this necessary process was something which the
sixties movement advocated and in many ways achieved. Yet America’s civil rights

17

Dittmer, 264-265, quotations on both pages.
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problems certainly were not laid to rest in the sixties. We still struggle simply to
acknowledge that racism exists. As Julian Bond explains:
A generation after segregation was outlawed, Mississippi
remains a striking symbol of racism, but not an aberration. In
schools, neighborhoods, and religious institutions across the
United States, white and black Americans remain stubbornly
divided. Whites still hold economic and political power.
Where blacks gain a significant share, most whites flee. Our
discourse on violence, employment, welfare, and family values
is shot through with race, although we use careful, coded
language, such as “underclass” and “inner city.” Racism
circles through our lives like a pacing monster, but we avoid
tackling it for fear it will swallow u s . . . . [During Freedom
Summer,] we issued a dramatic moral challenge to the federal
government, to the nation’s largest political party, and to
American democracy itself. Thirty years later, the challenge
seems all the more striking and appropriate.
Yet thirty years later, many of us may have difficulty picturing a modem
summer project. “American racism is not as blatant or as brutal as it was in 1964
Mississippi. But the white culture that dominates this country still avoids talking
honestly about racism, past and present. Perhaps for that reason, the racial barriers
between us remain hard and stubborn. Today, the ideal of Freedom Summer, of
different races working together on a moral cmsade for racial justice, seems out of
place.”
Bob Moses has speculated on the reasons for this situation: “The country has
a problem, I mean the young people particularly. They have the problem that the
metaphor which drove the country is no more. The idea of the melting pot and the
American that emerges somehow as a composite, that idea isn’t driving the country
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anymore. And it doesn’t have the metaphor yet to replace it which somehow draws
on the unity in all this diversity so everyone can live together as a nation of people.”
And it is a problem for the whole country. To quote Julian Bond, “Racism does not
just imprison some children of color in hopelessness, it confines all of us to separate
boxes of silence and mistrust.”
Yet as Lawrence Guyot points out, if we allow racism continually to silence
us, we are lost: “We’ve got to begin to talk to one another, regardless of how
despicable we find what each other are saying, because the alternative is quite
frightening. Because unless we begin to deal openly with the question of race and
racism in this country, we won’t be able to do very much else.” We can either try to
talk to each other, or we can continue to lack understanding and hurt each other.
Further, if we wish to make this communication work, we need as individuals
to confront personally and seriously the issue of racism. The remarks of Bob Zellner,
a white activist who, along with his black co-workers, suffered beatings and
imprisonment in five states, are particularly relevant: “People always said that, you
know, ‘What made you go south to help the black people?’ And I always said, ‘Well,
first o f all, I didn’t go south, I was already south, and I never set out to help the black
people, I was looking for my own redemption and my own freedom.’”18 One of
Freedom Summer’s greatest messages for the present day is that, acknowledged or

18

“Oh Freedom Over Me” (source of last five paragraphs).
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not, racism is a personal issue for every American. Racism is ingrained into our daily
life in this society. Whether a person faces the issue or not does not change its
existence. Refusing to face it is making a choice, just as facing it is. Racism is not
out there somewhere; it is inside ourselves. Half the battle is in recognizing the
enemy. Until we go looking for it, until we bring it out into the light and examine it
and throw it away, it will remain and flourish unrecognized in the dark. In her
firsthand account of Freedom Summer. Sally Belfrage noted that the acknowledgment
which the rest of the country shied away from was simply, “T am responsible.’”19
Bob Zellner realized that the personal nature of the issue went beyond responsibility:
“T was looking for my own redemption and my own freedom.’” Perhaps that is why
Victoria Adams said that she often refers to a verse from Isaiah: “Also I heard the
voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then said I,
Here am I; send me.”20

19 Sally Belfrage, Freedom Summer (New York: The Viking Press, 1965), 4-5.
20

Is. 6:8. Victoria Adams used this scripture in a service in memory of Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., on January 24, 1994, held at the College of William and Mary.
Later, when meeting with students, she said that she often refers to this passage.
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